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ABSTRACT 
This study focused on the representation and participation of rural women in local governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central provinces of Zimbabwe. It argued that increased representation and 
participation of women in local governance, particularly as ward councillors and senior administrative 
employees, is important and should be pursued. This has the potential to change the local governance 
system. The research further argued that change is more likely to occur when elected women are 
supported by the presence of more women at the most senior administrative levels in the local governance 
system. The presence of more women is required if the local governance system is to become inclusive of 
the diversity of the people it represents, especially women. 
This study rejected the assumption that rural women are passive recipients of local governance since they 
contribute significantly in fulfilling household and community needs and interests. Through their knowledge 
and understanding of the construction of power relations at the local level, rural women have creatively 
managed to produce, reproduce and use alternative strategies which are based on their sexuality and 
traditional gender roles in challenging and transforming gender inequality at the local level and in improving 
the quality of rural women. 
A National Gender Management System (NGMS) that can be used to effectively promote gender equity, 
equality and justice in local authorities has been developed. It is desirable that the NGMS be established 
within the existing organisational framework of central and local governments in Zimbabwe. This should be 
connected to the national structures to ensure that local level activities are systematically accounted for at 
the national level. The NGMS recognises the strategic importance of building partnerships with social 
actors at all levels. 
 
Qualitative research method was used in the study. The study used both primary and secondary data in 
analysing the representation and participation of rural women in local governance in the two selected 
provinces in Zimbabwe, namely Masvingo and Mashonaland Central. Primary data was collected through 
in-depth interviews and survey questionnaires, while secondary data was gathered through a literature 
survey of relevant textbooks, newspapers, and peer-reviewed journals, reports and legislation. 
The research findings indicated that rural women face a number of constraints in getting access to and 
participating in local governance. Some of the constraints include; cultural beliefs; violence against women; 
xx 
 
lack of resources; lack of mutual support among women; domestic responsibilities; and institutional factors. 
The contributions of the research to the study of women in local governance are discussed. 
Recommendations to increase the participation of women in local governance are made. These include 
creating an enabling environment for women’s political empowerment, gender-responsive budgets, 
capacity-building programmes, establishment of gender focal points, gender management committees and 
teams, increasing women’s self-worth and changing perceptions by men. The study also found that 
decentralisation in Zimbabwe has not brought local governance closer to rural women due to the 
interweaving cultural, structural, physical and financial barriers local government faces in ensuring gender 
equality. 
 
KEY WORDS 
Representation, participation, local governance, local government, rural women, gender equality, gender 
management system, transformation, ward councillors. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
     1. 0 INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Background of the Study 
The last three decades of the 20th century witnessed a significant change in women’s share of 
representation and participation in political, economic and social activities. The role of women has now 
become discernible in every sphere of life (Carli and Eagly, 2001; Jabeen and Iqbal, 2010). These shifts 
have been due to the worldwide awareness campaigns through the media, feminist movements, better 
access to opportunities such as education, health, employment and women’s self-fulfilment in contributing 
to the democratic governance process (Agbalajobi, 2008). Since the 1980s, several conferences, 
workshops, symposiums and debates have also been organised at the international, regional, continental 
and national levels to address gender issues and devise action plans. This increasing global attention to  
issues of representation and participation of rural women in local governance as reflected in the growing 
body of literature, statements at international summits and declarations, government policy documents and 
discourses, suggest that rural women have considerable potential (Jabeen and Jadoon, 2008). Despite this 
commitment and the growing interest among women in taking part in the decision-making processes, 
women’s representation and participation in local governance still remains very low in Zimbabwe (Ekou, 
2006).  
The level of development of countries is now measured by the level of women’s representation and 
participation in local governance (Jayal, 2005). Although there has been some increase in the 
representation and participation of women in decision-making processes, the barriers to their entry in local 
governance still persist. In Zimbabwe, rural women continue to be marginalised in political and 
socioeconomic activities despite concerted efforts by the central government, civil society and the 
international community. The local government system in Zimbabwe is under increasing pressure from 
women’s movements to promote women’s full involvement through the institutional channels of governance 
that have been opened up and developed since independence in 1980 by the decentralisation process 
(Wipsu, 2008). 
This research argued that while participation is contingent upon representation, it would be a mistake to 
see representation as an end in itself. It is tempting to assume that better representation of women will 
guarantee higher participation. Representation and participation are two distinct phenomena which are 
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often used interchangeably when examining women in political decision-making situations (Morna and 
Tolmay, 2010). Representation focuses merely on the number of women in decision-making positions and 
is therefore only part of the story. Participation looks at what women do when they get into these decision-
making positions (Mtintso, 1999). The focus of participation is on whether women are able to participate 
fully and influence decisions that are made. Political participation is viewed through actions such as 
membership in a political party, standing for election, holding office, debating issues, and lobbying. These 
activities presuppose public roles and visibility. They also assume basic levels of confidence, skills and 
resources (Greenberg and Okani, 2001). In Zimbabwe there has been a call by the women’s movement 
and women from various political parties to reserve a quota for women from the ward up to the presidium 
level (Wipsu, 2008). However, it will be argued in this study that even the legally mandated quotas and 
mechanisms ostensibly designed to enhance the representation of women in decision-making can easily be 
undermined. The increase in the numerical presence of women in representative bodies alone will not 
ensure their participation (Geisler, 2001). 
There is a great realisation that seeking women’s representation and participation on various social and 
public policy issues is important to enhance their confidence in governing institutions (Haque, 2003). The 
concept of good governance which is based on such universally accepted values as equality, accountabiity, 
transparency, efficiency, participation and responsiveness, acknowledges the contribution of both women 
and men in various developmental efforts and incorporate the element of gender into it (Mohan and Stokke, 
2000; Kauffman and Kraay, 2007). Local governance refers to the level of government that is closest to the 
people. The activities of local government officials affect both women and men in ways that are 
fundamental to satisfying their basic needs, and therefore have a significant impact on the quality of life of 
members of a community (Goetz, 2003). According to the International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) in 
Worldwide Declaration on Women in Local Governance, local governments are in the best position to 
involve women in the making of decisions concerning their living conditions and to make use of their 
knowledge and capabilities in the promotion of sustainable development (IULA, 1998). Women continue to 
be significantly under-represented and play lesser local government decision-making roles than men 
(Cornwall and Goetz, 2005). Further aggravating the situation is the fact that women are also 
underrepresented in institutions and processes that inform and influence decision-making at the national 
level. 
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It is not only women’s numerical representation in local government that matters, but their active 
participation in the sense of being able to contribute to decisions about policies and allocation of resources 
that is of concern. The challenge is to translate formal equality – equality in the Constitution and before the 
law – into substantive equality: the actual exercise of the right to equal participation. Women’s mere 
presence in local government is not enough if that presence does not translate in actual power to make 
decisions about policy and items on the political agenda (Hassim, 1999). In December 2007 the UN 
General Assembly decided that the particular role of rural women should be highlighted by making 15th 
October 2008 the first International Day of Rural Women. This day was chosen since it is the day 
immediately before UN World Food Day. In the words of UN Resolution 62/136, this recognised “the critical 
role and contribution of rural women, including indigenous women, in enhancing agricultural and rural 
development, improving food security and eradicating rural poverty.” United Nations Secretary-General Ban 
Ki-moon, in his message on the international day of the rural woman in 2008, said: “Empowering rural 
women is crucial for ending hunger and poverty. By denying women rights and opportunities, we deny their 
children and societies a better future.” 
Women’s representation and participation in politics at the local government level is a key driver for their 
empowerment. It is at the local government level where political parties are able to recruit their members 
and identify potential candidates who can later move on to contest at the national level (Panday, 2008). It is 
also at the local level where there is a higher probability of direct impact of women in politics because of its 
proximity to the community. Global evidence about women’s actual presence in rural local governments 
and their potential impact is still very scarce (Irwin, 2009). Although information about the number of 
women in urban local governments and national parliaments is collected and systematised as a key 
indicator for assessing progress on the advancement of women’s political rights, research available at the 
global and local level on women’s presence in rural local governance is virtually non-existent (UCLG, 
2004). While women’s participation in politics, at both national and local government levels, is a matter of 
gender equality, a better understanding of how women’s presence in politics helps to shape and advance 
gender equality is also a matter of inquiry for this research.  
1.2 Arguments for Women’s Political Representation and Participation 
The issue of women’s political representation and participation merits discussion from the perspective of 
Women in Development (WID). In Boserup (1970), the position of women in developmental efforts is 
critically discussed. She was the first to argue that the modern sector is dominated by men, while women 
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remained in the “traditional” or “subsistence” sectors. She further argued that the low participation of 
women in the “modern economic sectors” was bad for both development and women themselves. Women 
should be integrated into the decision-making processes to bring improvements to their status and for them 
to enjoy the fruits of development initiatives. There are broad-spectrum arguments for increasing women’s 
political representation and participation. The commonly theoretical claims regard the move as stemming 
from the recognition of women’s need to have an influence in decision-making positions. Women are 
considered as effective change agents at the local level because of their strong views and invaluable 
suggestions in local processes which derive from their intimate knowledge of local and neighbourhood 
problems (Beal, 1997). Their political presence is crucial for ensuring that their interests, needs and 
concerns are incorporated in the policy process by their own input. Several scholars have argued that 
women can play a significant role in local politics due to their special interests in local government. Phillips 
(1996) specifically describes the affinity between women and local government as follows: 
(a) Division of functions between central and local government in which the functions delegated to the 
locality have come to overlap remarkably with traditional areas of female concern; and 
(b) An additional correlation between women and community action which suggests that local politics 
is more open to women as activists as well as to women as elected representatives. Moreover, 
local government elected offices are perceived as more accessible to women because of their 
locality and part-time nature (Phillips, 1996; Pringle and Watson, 1998). On the other hand, the 
British Conservative Party’s handbook indicated that “women are extremely well equipped for local 
government. They have a vested interest in, and immediate knowledge of, the schools, services, 
housing, child care and the environment, which are the responsibilities of local government” 
(quoted in Phillips, 1998: 112). 
Other scholars have justified the desirability of women’s representation and participation in democratic 
institutions in general and in local governance in particular (Gaidzanwa, 2004; Jayal, 2005; Wipsu, 2008). 
However, not all those who have endorsed the objective of enhancing women’s participation have also 
endorsed the arguments that justify this objective. It has been argued for example that the criteria for 
eligibility in politics at the local government level are less stringent and even that local politics provide a 
suitable space for political apprenticeship (Evertzen, 2001). Such arguments are, however, patronising 
about women, and unabashedly cast doubts on their political competence. 
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Opare (2005) argues that the ability of any group of people or their chosen representatives to participate in 
decisions affecting their lives not only puts them in a position to contribute ideas but also provides them 
with the tools and options for reshaping the course, direction, and outcome of specific programmes and 
activities which will determine their future. It is therefore critical to engage women in decision-making 
processes within the communities where they reside and obtain their livelihoods.  
Chowdhury (1994), points out a number of considerations underlying the cause for women’s representation 
and participation in local governance. These factors are as follows:  
(a) It will improve the efficiency and efficacy of local government and therefore render local 
government more accountable; 
(b) It deepens democracy and equality as it will reinforce representative democratic institutions with 
participatory forms. The demand for proportional representation of women in politics is therefore 
unavoidable; 
(c) Women are well informed and experienced about their basic problems and needs. However, they 
will be deprived of an equal share if they are not properly represented in the political process; 
(d) Increased participation in politics and decision-making bodies will facilitate greater development 
and open up more spaces for them; and 
(e)  For the efficient and maximum utilisation of human resources, an increased number of women 
should be allowed to participate in politics. 
Other assertions often encountered are that local politics is about issues that concern women’s daily lives 
such as water, waste disposal, health and other social services. This implies that participation in local 
government is an extension of women’s involvement in the civic issues facing their communities (Jayal, 
2005). Other scholars also suggest that it is easier for women given their household constraints and 
childcare responsibilities, to participate in public life at a level more proximate to them (Evertzen, 2001). 
Such assertions may imply that national-level politics is about issues more distant from and perhaps 
incomprehensible to women. However, practical concerns are undoubtedly important as such arguments 
seem to convey the ideological flavour of patriarchy. 
A more convincing argument for representation and participation of women in local governance is rooted in 
the conviction that unless all sections of society, whether women, racial or religious minorities and other 
disadvantaged groups are represented in legislative bodies, their interests will not be articulated and 
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therefore will suffer from policy neglect (Chowdhury, 1994; Panday, 2008). Democratic history and practice 
clearly demonstrate that even democratic institutions, based as they are on the principle of one-person-one 
vote, are blind to cultural and gender differences. Therefore, they do not spontaneously provide any 
guarantee for effective representation of women’s interests, or indeed those of other marginalised or 
excluded groups (Jayal, 2005). For there to be tangible policy outcomes that take into account the special 
needs and interests of women, there is need for effective representation, which in turn may involve making 
a case for special arrangements, such as quotas for women’s participation. It is because of these 
imperfections in the way in which representative institutions actually work, that the case has been made for 
replacing the “politics of ideas”, rooted in the context of rival political visions, by the “politics of presence” 
effectuated through safeguarded quotas (Phillips, 1995; Jayal, 2005).  
Without including women, who constitute nearly 52% of the world’s population, in the process of 
governance, countries cannot reach their full human potential (IPU, 2007; Kamal, 2000). Kofi Annan, former 
Secretary-General of the United Nations, reaffirmed his belief in gender equity in terms of human 
development and empowerment and argues: “It is impossible to realise our goals while discriminating 
against half the human race” (Annan, 2006 quoted in DFID, 2007:1). Thus, the greater representation and 
participation of women in local governance is due not only to the democratisation, liberalisation and 
modernisation processes around the world, but it is rather a matter of human development for eradication 
of poverty and sustainable governance (Jabeen and Iqbal, 2010). The empowerment and autonomy of 
women and the improvement of their social, economic and political status are essential factors in the 
achievement both of transparent and accountable government and administration, as well as the attainment 
of sustainable development. Achieving the goal of equal participation of women and men in decision-
making provides a balance which more accurately reflects the composition of society and is needed in 
order to strengthen democracy and promote its proper functioning (Kanjaye, 1999). 
The exclusion of women from decision-making bodies has very negative consequences for development. 
Development practitioners understand the importance of target group involvement in the design of 
programmes and policies if they are to succeed. Representation and participation enable people to identify 
with and own policies and other decision-making instruments and practices, especially since participation is 
a learning process (Jabeen and Jadoon, 2008). These factors mean that for any government programme or 
policy that depends on the input of women to succeed, women’s representation and participation in the 
appropriate public debates and the consequent decisions must be sought and assured. The representation 
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and participation of women in decision-making bodies is an assurance that their issues will be dealt with 
better by both women’s sex and gender roles. Men often misunderstand or marginalise the gender-based 
needs of their communities (Mashingaidze, 2000). 
It is in recognition of the vital contribution of people to decisions affecting their lives that the establishment 
of local government in Zimbabwe is seen as a way of encouraging maximum participation of all citizens in 
the affairs of government in an open democratic state that guarantees civil and political liberties essential 
for popular mobilisation and civic engagements (Dorgbedo, 2003). The local government system therefore 
should have been the easiest way of enhancing women’s participation in decision-making, but in reality 
decentralisation of power to local government has not led to increases in women’s representation at the 
local level as envisaged. What then are the factors contributing to the abysmal representation of women, 
and what coping strategies do those who get to represent adopt? 
1.3 Focus and Scope of the Study 
This study diverges from the conventional studies of women that have tended to focus on women in urban 
local government and women as representatives in national legislatures. This divergence is based on the 
notion that these women representatives may portray skewed understanding of women’s descriptive and 
substantive roles in politics because of their bigger constituencies and the representatives “being far 
removed from such constituencies.” By operating at the national level, women representatives such as 
Members of Parliament (MPs) and Senators are unquestionably far removed from their constituencies and 
this has an implication on their interaction with and accessibility to members of their constituencies. The 
view of this research is that councillors as local representatives at ward level offer a more feasible 
approach to understanding the meaning and need for representation and participation because the local 
level is a superlative centre for the interaction of the representatives and the represented. It is also a place 
where various institutions and structures that influence representation and participation can be accessed 
and assessed easily. 
Meanwhile, the barriers contributing to women’s under-representation and low participation in parliament 
may differ from those affecting women’s participation in local government decision-making. This is due to 
the different nature of participation in these two diverse institutions. The majority of women do not have the 
opportunity to take part either in national elections or obtain nomination to contest as Members of 
Parliament (MPs) or Senators. This can be attributed to the fact that the process requires strong political 
linkage, which most women lack. The case of local government would be less likely different when political 
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linkage is less important. This study therefore seeks to give a different picture of women’s participation in 
politics. 
Despite the primacy given to gender in debates about the structures and processes of democracy, there 
has been very little analysis of gender and rural local government in Zimbabwe (Gaidzanwa, 2004; Wipsu, 
2008; Morna and Tolmay, 2010). The ways in which women can access power and resources at the local 
level and their lived experiences of citizenship are still poorly understood especially with regard to the 
majority of rural women who have been marginalised from the governing processes. There is clearly a need 
for a sustained and critical analysis of the relationship between rural women and local governance and the 
constitutional guarantees to gender equality (McEwan, 2003). 
The reasons for choosing local governance as a focus of study lies in the urgency of bringing gender to the 
forefront in discussions on local governance and development since it is at this level of governance that the 
majority of grassroots women interact with the government. Another more important consideration in 
discussing local governance from a gender perspective is that it enables women to emerge as active 
citizens who through their daily activities and strategies, continuously reshape structures and processes 
surrounding them in their struggle for a more equal and just redistribution of resources for development. 
Moreover, the local level can serve as an initial level where women can start off their respective political 
careers. As such, it can also act as a catalyst for national political participation through the developments of 
aptitudes and knowledge among women. Rural women can also enjoy local politics to a larger extent due to 
their familiarity with the local community. 
While some work has already been done on the limited access of women to political decision-making 
positions in urban local governance and to management positions in the public sector, there is less that is 
known about the situation of rural women in leadership and decision-making positions in the Rural District 
Councils (RDCs). A focus on RDCs will not only provide additional information but may also present a fresh 
perspective on these issues, something that would in turn enable policy-makers, development workers and 
gender experts to draw conclusions about the general situation and emerging trends relating to rural 
women in local governance. One of the arguments in this thesis is that ensuring gender equality in local 
governance requires transformation of structures and processes of governing at the local level so that they 
recognise and are responsive to the differences between men and women in their values and 
responsibilities. Relevant institutions should be able to integrate these differences in policies and in 
managing development at the local level. 
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Another reason for studying the representation and participation of rural women in local governance is that 
the context has been assumed to differ from conditions affecting women in political life or in the public 
sector. The general view is that women do not reach public office because the requirements of advanced 
education, rigorous campaigning (particularly in the case of MPs and Senators), and other qualifications are 
more difficult for women to achieve in the face of social discrimination against them. Development workers 
have tended to assume, however, that in small communities with minimal social differentiation, better social 
coordination, and a more enhanced “we-feeling”, women would face fewer obstacles to meaningful 
participation in collective decision-making and would therefore have greater access to local leadership 
opportunities (Opare, 2005). This assumption has not been borne out by the evidence. On the contrary, 
and as this research will show, women’s low levels of access and participation in decision-making 
opportunities in rural areas appear to mirror those of their counterparts in other sectors. 
1.4 Statement of the Problem 
Zimbabwe has not made any significant strides with regard to rural women’s representation and 
participation in local governance since independence in 1980. The participation of rural women still remains 
low and limited in the decision-making processes. Equality of development opportunities, an enabling 
environment and acceptance of women as leaders which are necessary to bring forth full participation of 
individuals are yet to come. Rural women do not enjoy equal access to or control over the basic services 
provided by local government because they continue to be under-represented in both the political 
leadership and administration at the local level. Yet local government, as the order of government closest to 
citizens, is in the best position to involve women and men in decisions concerning their lives. Women’s 
historical exclusion from local government means that they do not have access to participate in this 
institution. Moreover, most of the formal and informal institutional relationships that shape local governance 
are hostile to or exclusionary of women (Machipisa, 2008).  
The lack of an effective voice in decision-making processes at the local level constitutes a serious obstacle 
to women’s socio-economic advancement. Despite the reality that women contribute to community 
development, policy-makers and planners at the local level often fail to recognise women’s specific needs 
and fail to consult them or to address their problems. Both women’s contributions and specific needs and 
interests in local governance have easily disappeared under the umbrella of the “community” (Moser, 1993; 
Beal, 2005). The gendered dynamics of local government structures and the culture of male domination in 
local governance provide explanations for the invisibility of both women’s contributions and specific needs 
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(Halford, 1992). This neglect of women’s issues has discouraged them from getting involved in local 
governance which has resulted in the entrenchment of their invisibility. The criteria for eligibility to 
participate in politics have diminished the space necessary for the political apprenticeship of women in local 
governance in Zimbabwe (Evertzen, 2001). 
The invisibility of rural women in local governance has contributed to the neglect of gender-sensitive 
policies which preserve gender inequality and inequity in households in the way that women’s needs 
become marginalised. The neglect of rural women in Zimbabwe’s development process is inseparable from 
the exclusion of women in planning structures and processes. The development process in Zimbabwe is 
too centralistic and bureaucratic. It oppresses local initiatives and neglects the specific local needs of 
women. This has significantly contributed to the marginality of women in development planning. Rural 
women in Zimbabwe face diverse political, economic and social challenges in their quest towards 
penetrating grassroots governance. They have largely remained excluded from fully participating in 
controlling and benefiting from social, political and economic development at the local level on an equal 
footing with men. The under-representation and low participation of women in local governance has had 
negative consequences on the development of women, society and economy (Halder, 2004). It has 
resulted in the persistent and increasing burden of poverty, inequalities and inadequacies in health care 
and related services, poor service delivery, violence against women, low literacy rate among women, 
financial dependency on men, inequalities in the economic structures and policies, lack of respect for and 
inadequate promotion and protection of human rights of women, access to resources and sharing of power 
and decision-making at all levels of government (Mishra and Mishra, 2003). Further consequences for the 
low participation of women in decision-making processes include corrupt and violent politics, lack of 
democratic practice within political parties and the government’s tendency to ignore the demands of 
women’s organisations (Halder, 2004).  
1.5 Importance of the Study 
Women’s equal representation and participation in the political, social and economic life plays a pivotal role 
in the general process of the advancement of women. Equal representation and participation in decision-
making is not only a demand for simple justice or democracy but can also be seen as a necessary 
condition for women’s interests to be taken into account (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). The political 
participation of women is an indicator through which the extent of their enjoyment of political rights is 
measured. It has been realised that without the active participation of women and the incorporation of their 
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perspectives at all levels of decision-making, the goals of equality, development and peace will remain 
elusive (FWCW, 1995). Systematic integration of women augments the democratic basis, the efficiency and 
the quality of the activities of local government. If local government is to meet the needs of both women and 
men, it must build on the experiences of both women and men through an equal representation at all levels 
and in all fields of decision-making and covering the wide range of responsibilities of local government (Ara, 
2006). 
This research will be important to the following groups and organisations: 
(a) Political parties: In most political parties women are in high demand as office-bearers and, to a 
lesser extent, as candidates. Political parties function as gatekeepers in the gender equality 
process (Matland, 1993). They are also important because they have the potential to promote 
women to political leadership positions (Caul, 2001). This means that if a larger number of women 
are included in party structures, they have a better chance of advocating for a greater number of 
female candidates. This is because female party elites are more likely to support female 
candidates in party elections by influencing list placement (Carli and Eagly, 2001). The greater the 
number of women on the party list, the more likely the increase in the percentage of women 
represented in decision-making positions (Caul, 2001). Political parties play an important role in 
helping women get elected. But women will remain marginalised through their low representation in 
the party’s list of candidates, unless party members realise that women can be an electoral asset. 
Political parties can establish a committee on gender equality to review its policies and procedures 
for candidate selection and ascending to leadership positions in the party.  
(b) Central Government officials: It is the responsibility of central government to create an enabling 
environment in which local governments understand and implement their obligations, are able to 
maintain standards over time, and are adequately resourced to do so. National legislation and 
policies should delineate clearly the responsibilities and powers of central and local government 
authorities in relation to one another. Central governments should establish mechanisms to 
oversee the services they have devolved to local governments and ensure that they are adhered 
to. Central governments should ensure that local governments have adequate resources, and 
know and understand their responsibilities. 
(c) Local government officials: More local governments draw implicitly on human rights principles. 
They are guided by commitments to equity and social justice, and on these grounds prioritise 
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disadvantaged sectors. They should attach importance to representation and participation of 
women in decision-making structures of the council. They should also ensure that women have 
access to local resources. Women working within local government may also help indirectly to 
promote women’s interests by providing opportunities and resources to other women to allow them 
to participate in policy formulation and implementation. 
(d) Human Rights Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and Civil Society: Human rights 
defenders, NGOs and other local civil society organisations play an important role by monitoring 
and engaging with local authorities. In general, human rights actors should give more attention to 
local government, which has a growing influence on economic and social rights. They may do so 
through research, monitoring and advocacy programmes on local government issues. They may 
work to build the capacity of civil society to ensure gender equality and equity at local government 
level.  
(e) International financial institutions, multilateral agencies and bilateral donors: These have strongly 
supported the decentralisation process in Zimbabwe. Most local authorities have weak 
accountability; do not take adequate measures to promote the participation of women in local 
governance. These organisations should focus attention on improving accountability, responding to 
local needs, and raising the quality of economic and social services. Donors should give attention 
to issues of democratic participation, transparency, inclusion and other processes that determine 
the legitimacy of government.  
(a) Women: They should claim their right to equal access to decision-making and power. Substantial 
and sustained gains have been made in other areas of concern such as violence against women, 
access to education and health care and economic independence. These will not be possible 
unless women tackle the sphere of politics and all its ramifications; by lobbying to put in place 
appropriate legislation and support programmes; by ensuring that these are properly implemented; 
and by running the entire range of the political challenge. This implies that concerted effort from 
women to push the political agenda at the local, national and regional levels must continue.  
1.6 Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of the study is to explore the concepts of representation and participation of rural women in 
local governance in the Zimbabwean context. It further seeks to proffer interventions which must be 
promoted through the local government system in order to increase the representation and participation of 
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rural women and also bridging the existing gender gap. In addition, the research is intended to recommend 
the appropriate measures to dismantle the traditional and cultural barriers to women’s access and 
participation in local governance. The outcomes of this research should help to reformulate approaches to 
democracy and rural women’s rights to increase their opportunities and freedoms in local governance. The 
study also seeks to develop a National Gender Management System (NGMS) which will be used by local 
governments to guide, plan, monitor and evaluate the process of mainstreaming gender into all structures 
in order to achieve greater gender equality and equity within the context of sustainable development. The 
mission of NGMS is to advance gender equality and equity through promoting political will, forging a 
partnership of stakeholders including government, private sector and civil society; building capacity; and 
sharing good practice. 
1.7 Research Objectives 
In light of the foregoing discussion, the objectives of the study are as follows: 
(a) To provide a critical analysis of the debate about representation, participation and democratic local 
governance in Zimbabwe. The research broadly situates the assessment in terms of the current 
academic debate. It also contributes to the body of democratic narratives that provides empirical 
material for scholars, human rights and democracy practitioners.  
(b) To identify the key challenges that rural women face in their representation and participation in 
local governance.  
(c) Reflect on the initiatives that are being undertaken by the government and various organisations in 
facilitating the full representation and participation of rural women in local governance. 
(d) To explore the interaction between women, state actors and non-state actors in local government 
and the complexities of incorporating a gender perspective in local governance. 
(e) To recommend solutions for strategies and mechanisms to increase the representation and 
participation of rural women in local governance. 
(f) To develop a National Gender Management System for local government in Zimbabwe. 
1.8 Research Questions 
    Based on the research problem of the study, the following research questions have been formulated: 
(a) What are the challenges faced by rural women in participating in local governance? 
(b) How rural women are currently organised at the local level and how effectively are they in 
influencing decision-making at the local level? 
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(c) What is the role of the central government, the private sector, political parties and civil society 
institutions in ensuring the full representation and participation of women in local governance? 
(d) Has the implementation of the decentralisation policy in Zimbabwe promoted the representation 
and participation of women in local governance? 
1.9 Proposed Structure of the Study 
The research shall be comprised of seven chapters to be presented as follows: 
Chapter One: Introduction 
This is basically an introduction and overview of the study. The chapter also sets out the arguments for the 
involvement of women in politics. 
Chapter Two: The Local Government System in Zimbabwe 
This covers the local government system in Zimbabwe. The history of local government from pre- to post-
independence is looked at in the context of the policy of decentralisation. The role of different actors and 
institutions at local government level is discussed in greater detail. Various policies and legislations on local 
government enacted since independence in 1980 are reviewed. 
Chapter Three: Literature Review 
A comprehensive review of the literature on the representation and participation of rural women in local 
governance is made. Various theories, models and concepts on representation and participation are 
covered. International, continental, regional and domestic conventions, legislations and policies are 
analysed. A conceptual framework to guide the study is developed. 
Chapter Four: Research Design and Methodology 
This chapter focuses on the research design and methodology, data collection, data analysis, and reliability 
and validity of the research instruments.  
Chapter Five: Data Presentation 
This chapter constitutes presentation of data gathered from field research.  
Chapter Six: Analysis and Interpretation of Data 
This chapter constitutes the analysis and interpretation of data gathered from field research. A National 
Gender Management System for local government is developed. 
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Chapter Seven: Summary, Conclusions, Recommendations and Areas for further Research 
This chapter draws the conclusions and makes recommendations on the best approaches towards 
improving the representation and participation of rural women in local governance. The implications for 
further research are outlined. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
2.0 THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT SYSTEM IN ZIMBABWE 
2.1 Introduction 
Chapter Two looks at the local government system in Zimbabwe. It traces the nature and extent of 
representation and participation of women in local government, duties and functions of local government, 
its structure, and the role of civil society institutions. The chapter concludes by making a critical analysis of 
the history of the women’s movement in enhancing local democratic processes in Zimbabwe. The critical 
question is whether the system of local government promotes or inhibits local democracy. Local 
government is the sphere in which most citizens operate and hence its capabilities to a very large extent 
define the capacity of national governments. It is the closest and most accessible level of government to 
the people. It provides the services utilised by individual households such as waste disposal, public 
transport, water, schools, health clinics and other social services (Matyszak, 2011). To the majority of rural 
Zimbabweans, local government is the level of government they engage with more often, and hence its 
ability to engage them in decision-making and service delivery is critical for local democracy (EISA, 2007). 
According to Reddy (1999), the evolution of local government in most African countries and Zimbabwe in 
particular has had the following major stages: 
(a) Pre-colonial period: indigenous self-rule under various forms of traditional chiefdoms or kingdoms. 
During this period there were many forms of social organisations which were in continuous 
transformation and development. Pre-colonial traditional authorities derived their authority from a 
variety of sources: rights of conquests control over land, direct descent from great ruling ancestors, 
or membership in a particular ruling family (Lutz and Linda, 2004). 
(b) Colonial period: modern municipalities were established in urban areas where most Europeans and 
Westerners resided. In addition, traditional leaders were in charge of certain municipalities, mostly 
in rural or urban outer peripheries with the colonial power in a system of indirect rule. Indirect rule 
was common to all Anglophone countries where the British hand was felt through the indigenous 
traditional leaders who were under the supervision of the Colonial District Commissioner 
responsible for law and order and other judicial functions. The local government system in 
Zimbabwe during the colonial period had the same experiences as other Anglophone countries in 
Africa such as South Africa, Zambia, Malawi and Uganda. It is argued that matters were worse in 
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the Francophone countries prior to 1918 as French policy was based on assimilation and a direct 
rule system of governance with colonial administrators operating from municipal centres to village 
levels (Binza, 2009). 
(c) Transition period: a period where Africans were preparing for their independence. Agreements 
which led to the establishment of democratic local governments between the colonial masters and 
African leaders were signed, although these democratic local governments were short-lived in 
some African states like Uganda due to factors such as corruption, tribalism and a lack of 
developmental vision. 
(d) Post-honeymoon: this period was characterised by administrative and political centralisation by 
either one-party or military regimes such as Uganda under which local self-government was 
abolished. In most states, local governments served as puppets of the central government which 
led to a progressive decline of competence, resources, legitimacy and service delivery (Binza, 
2009). 
(e) Contemporary new dawn: this period started in the mid-1980s in some states and early 1990s in 
others. 
Contemporary local government system in Zimbabwe is a product of historical developments. The history of 
formal local government is generally traced back to the arrival of the British South Africa Company (BSAC) 
in 1890 (Chatiza, 2008). This is when the first modern local governance structures were established and 
the traditional ones were effectively supplanted by English-style administration. Masunungure (1996:1) 
supports this argument by indicating that “from its inception, the overriding imperative was the consolidation 
of the colonialist hegemony and its attendant infrastructures of control.” However, some scholars observe 
that traditional local governance institutions that existed before colonisation in 1890 deserve recognition 
and classification as forms of local government (ACPDT, 2002). The two points of view regarding when to 
begin the story of local government in Zimbabwe are not necessarily opposed. They provide insight into the 
very conception of local government in the country from both a central and a local perspective. Changes in 
policies and laws are a useful framework to use in tracing the history of local government in Zimbabwe. 
This is because they capture the essence, structures and functions of local government (Chatiza, 2010). 
2.2 Pre-independence Period 1890-1979 
According to Mutizwa-Mangiza (1985), during the colonial era, the policy of racial segregation dominated 
political, economic and social spheres, and was enforced by legislation such as the Land Apportionment 
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Act of 1930 and the Land Tenure Act of 1931 which demarcated land as being European or African. The 
urban, mining and prime farming rural areas were designated for Europeans and the Africans were 
confined to the more marginal Tribal Trust Lands (TTL) which was later renamed Communal Lands. A 1953 
document by the Government of Southern Rhodesia defined the basis of local government as “a genuine 
community or its creation . . . and [that] no definition of local government is more suited or urgently needed 
in Africa than that of a community building agency” (Government of Southern Rhodesia, 1953). This 
followed a government-sponsored comparative study whose findings were used to facilitate a debate on 
local government. This study influenced the government’s view of community building as separate from 
political representation, tribal authority as a form of local government different from central government and 
that local government would flow from voluntary movement towards meeting local needs. The Southern 
Rhodesian Government also sought to avoid dependence of Africans on central government and cautioned 
against spoon-feeding as follows: 
“The serious danger of breeding a species of sub-economic man . . . ignorant of 
elementary responsibilities and regarding government as an inexhaustible source of 
benefits . . . the problem calls for a re-examination of the present system with a view to 
assigning a definite sphere of finance and self-help to African local government” 
(Government of Southern Rhodesia, 1953). 
As can be noted from the above statements, sound conceptualisation of colonial local government in 
African areas was undone by racist separate development policies. The first formally established local 
authority was the Salisbury Sanitary Board in 1891 (Jordan, 1984; Wekwete, 2006). The necessary legal 
instrument (Ordinance 2) was, however, only enacted in 1894 and followed by the first Municipal Law of 
1897 which granted municipal status to Salisbury (now Harare) and Bulawayo with wholly elected councils. 
Hlatshwayo (1986) interprets the time lag or delay between setting up the Salisbury Sanitary Board (SSB) 
and Ordinance 2 as an indication that local government was established ‘grudgingly’. The urban loca l 
government which was developing excluded Africans from urban governance. In rural areas, the creation of 
the Gwai and Shangani ‘reserves’ under the Matabeleland Order in Council of 1894 signified the beginning 
of colonial local government (Hammar, 2003). Subsequent orders, legislations and Commissions 
entrenched white expropriation of African land until the 1930 Land Apportionment Act. Large-scale 
commercial farms, mines and small urban centres were administered by Roads Councils which were later 
transformed into Rural Councils through the 1966 Rural Councils Act. These were under European control. 
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This process shaped the development of local government (Chakaipa, 2010). During the Unilateral 
Declaration of Independence (UDI) period from 1965 to 1979, administration of black rural areas became 
increasingly centralised and authoritarian, dominated by centrally appointed Commissioners with “dictatorial 
powers.” Extensive centrally determined rules governed such activities as land use and tax collection. The 
motive was that of central control rather than local development (Mutizwa-Mangiza, 1985)  
In terms of urban local government legislation before independence, changes were made through the 
enactment of a Municipal Act in 1930 and the Urban Councils Act in 1973. In big urban local authorities like 
Salisbury (now Harare) and Bulawayo, a number of local Town Management Boards (TMBs) were created. 
From the 1930s through to independence, more local government legislative and policy changes were 
witnessed in African than in European areas (Chatiza, 2008). This was part of managing the Native 
question and ensuring that the African rural economy remained secondary and subsidiary to the white 
economic sector as a basis for the availability of African labour for the Europeans. As a consequence, local 
government institutions in African areas were not autonomous. They did not pursue local interests, lacked 
local legitimacy and resources, compared with those in the European areas. Urban and rural areas were 
divided, and development which was pursued at that time subjugated African interests and ambitions and 
was managed by structures dominated by privileged groups. For instance, the 1973 Urban Councils Act 
provided for the control of African Townships by rate-paying whites, coloureds and Asians (Jordan, 1984). 
Between 1940 and 1970, Advisory Boards were established in African Townships with a purely consultative 
role. In non-African areas within municipalities like Harare, smaller local authorities known as Area and 
Town Management Boards (TMBs) were established. Most of these were incorporated in 1972 before the 
enactment of the 1973 Urban Councils Act (Jordan, 1984).  
Local government legislation provided for racially divided urban and rural areas. The divisions were both 
spatial and institutional. From a historical perspective it is important to note that the first formal local 
government body was established in an urban context (Hlatshwayo, 1986). It was only in 1927 that rural 
local government in a formal sense was given form under the Native Councils Act. The creation of Native 
Boards and later African Councils was progressive. In 1940 there were only 23 Native Councils, increasing 
to 58 by 1958 before dropping to 52 by 1965 (Jordan, 1984). In 1979 there were 220 African Councils, and 
it was anticipated that 20 more African Councils would have made the full complement (Jordan, 1984; 
Makumbe, 1998). Many of these councils ceased to function or relocated to urban areas as the war of 
liberation intensified. African Councils mainly presided over social services or welfare issues such as 
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agricultural development. Other infrastructural services were provided by the Department of African 
Agriculture and the African Development Fund which were directly run from the District Commissioner’s 
Office (Matumbike, 2009). Such an approach reinforced direct White control over the main African 
economic levers. 
The position of chiefs was consolidated in 1957 through the African Councils Act with chiefs as vice-
presidents and the District Commissioner as president for all African Councils (Holleman, 1968; Weinrich, 
1971). African councils were vested with statutory powers to impose rates, collect taxes and enact locally 
binding by-laws. The chiefs and African Councils were further empowered, especially as African 
nationalism took root in the 1970s, to counterbalance the emerging threat of nationalism. Chiefs were 
encouraged and enticed to have Native Councils in their areas and such councils were named after the 
chief of a given area (Weinrich, 1971). The pre-independence governments used chiefs as primary policy 
implementers particularly with regard to land, and were given extensive powers as a means of exercising 
control over the rural populace. As a result, their relations with communities were often fractious 
(Community Law Centre, 2010).  
Pre-independence developments of local government were intricately linked to the land and race questions. 
The colonial government generally treated the Natives as “children” and imposed centrally defined 
programmes on African and Native Councils. Any pretence of promoting African self-government was 
overrun by white supremacist policies (De Valk and Wekwete, 1990). African Natives increasingly saw self-
help as denial of national resources to them. Evidence was seen in denial of participation, linking of local 
government to traditional authorities and the use of chiefs to subdue and contradict nationalist aspirations. 
As such, national contest for political power between Africans and the white settlers shaped the discourse 
and practice of local government. In due course, African and Native Councils became synonymous with all 
unpopular measures and regulations instituted for Africans, such as herd control, soil conservation, and 
land use planning and land tenure changes (De Valk and Wekwete, 1990). Local government facilities like 
schools, dip tanks, clinics, bridges, among others, were later targeted for destruction during the liberation 
struggle as a way of resisting and sabotaging the colonial government. 
Yoshikuni (2006) describes Africans’ experiences of segregationist landscapes in urban areas, particularly 
state control of African housing. These experiences contributed to the shaping of community action even 
before the 1920s. Rural and urban Africans were therefore, “the other”, a social history characterised by 
under-provision of services, political exclusion, and socio-economic ill-treatment, with local government 
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literally reduced to an instrument of the central government (Auret, 1995). The struggles that the pre-
independence political economy inspired were critical in shaping African identities and aspirations at 
individual, community and national levels. Africans’ experiences of local government institutional processes 
were influential in defining the agenda of, and participation in the liberation struggle. In essence, the 
liberation struggle progressively delegitimised colonial local government, creating a basis for a new local 
government system after independence. The liberation war contradicted African Councils and rationalised 
the disposition of traditional leaders. By contradicting and rationalising African Councils, the liberation 
struggle installed structures around which early independence local government reforms were built 
(Chatiza, 2010). 
2.3 Post-Independence Period 1980 – Present 
The post-colonial local government system in Zimbabwe has to be looked at in the context of 
decentralisation. As a major strategic policy thrust of government, decentralisation started in 1980 to 
redress inherited colonial imbalances, to improve the participation of rural people and to transfer powers 
and functions from central government to the rural councils. At independence in 1980, the Zimbabwean 
government sought to introduce wide-ranging reforms which were aimed at removing some of the racial 
overtones in the local government system (Makumbe, 1998). These reforms included the removal of 
restrictions based on race, the participation of all races in local government elections, and the redistribution 
of resources. The intention was to make the system of local government democratic and more responsive 
to the needs of the people and redress the imbalances of colonial neglect (Helmsing, 1991). The 
government also increased its level of fiscal support to the rural councils to enable them and government to 
embark on the massive provision of services and the major reconstruction of the war ravaged 
infrastructure. The concept of decentralisation rose out of the philosophy of rejection of the idea of elitism 
and is founded on the belief of the important role of the capacity of local people (Matyszak, 2011). 
In 1980 the Government of Zimbabwe created a new single Local Government ministry, and brought all the 
three types of local government institutions (urban, African and Native Councils) and all legislation (Acts 
and Statutory Instruments) under one Ministry. Tribal Trust Lands were renamed Communal Lands and 55 
District Councils were created under the District Councils Act of 1980 from the amalgamation of about 220 
African Councils. These were larger geographical units whose size and boundaries encompassed all the 
communal land in an administrative district. The councils were democratically elected and were charged 
with development functions. This was a significant landmark in the history of the development of the 
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structure of local government (Matyszak, 2011). Within the broad context of decentralisation, the 
Zimbabwean government sought to increase the decision-making powers of local authorities and transfer 
added functions to them so that they could respond more effectively and efficiently to the needs of local 
citizens (Chatiza, 2008). 
2.3.1 The District Councils Act 1980 
The District Councils Act 1980 (amended in 1981 and 1982) applied to the Communal Lands, where it 
revived local government after the period of the liberation struggle, consolidated the previously fragmented 
African Councils from over 220 to 55, and democratised the system of local government (Mutizwa-Mangiza, 
1985). District Councils consisted predominantly of elected councillors, and other members nominated 
under the Act such as chiefs and headmen. They were chaired by an elected councillor. The councils were 
the principal planning and development agencies within their jurisdictional zones. They had limited powers 
of taxation, implementing a variety of central legislative enactments, and provided various services. The 
District Administrator (DA), who was the chief executive of the council, was a national civil servant, 
responsible for overall planning, development and coordination. Although the traditional leaders who had 
dominated local government during the colonial era were not removed, no new ones were appointed. Their 
powers of adjudication and land allocation were transferred to the District Councils (Mutizwa-Mangiza, 
1985). The District Councils Act decentralised more power to districts but was viewed by some as an 
attempt to recentralise power through the Ministry of Local Government, especially as the district councils 
were headed by the DA who was an employee of the Ministry.  
2.3.2 Prime Minister’s Directives on Decentralisation 1984 and 1985 
The most significant changes to rural local government were introduced by the 1984 and 1985 Prime 
Minister’s Directives on Decentralisation and Development (Mutizwa-Mangiza, 1985; Makumbe, 1998). The 
Prime Minister’s Directive on Decentralisation of 1984 outlined the organisational structures through which 
peasant communities at sub-district level fitted into the district local governance framework. It outlined the 
local government structure that is in existence today. The Prime Minister’s Directives guided the 
establishment of grassroots participation structures and provided a framework for the coordination of 
government institutions and participation in rural development.  
 Local government legislation was enacted to capture the new political dispensation, particularly with regard 
to universal adult suffrage and the one-city concept (Chakaipa, 2010).The directives created structures 
based on popular representation and participation and envisaging a democratic orientation to the process 
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of planning for local government. It provided the basis for a hierarchy of representative bodies at the village, 
ward, district and provincial levels (Mutizwa-Mangiza, 1985). Development committees were introduced at 
these levels and were meant to bring about democratic representation and participation of rural 
communities in the decision-making processes for development planning and implementation in their areas 
(Makumbe, 1998). The local government reforms also introduced five-year and annual development plans 
at the local government level. 
The concept of decentralisation became the mode of governance in Zimbabwe after the realisation that 
centralised systems of governance were expensive, cumbersome, and inflexible. They adapt slowly to the 
new phenomenon of governance and most importantly are open to political abuse (World Bank, 1997). 
There is very little space or no space in centralised governments for disadvantaged people to participate in 
governance systems. The option to decentralise was seen as the positive step towards poverty alleviation 
mainly because local authorities are closer to the people, and hence are better positioned to deal with the 
needs of their people. Their proximity to the people reduces the time to introduce interventions that are 
necessary to alleviate the negative conditions that local people face at the earliest convenient time.  
Decentralisation brings an important dimension of good governance, accountability and transparency. The 
proximity of local government to consumers of their services can easily make them accountable to them 
and compel them to be transparent (Chigwenya, 2010). It is also important to note that decentralisation can 
allow easy coordination between various government agencies, a process which is very difficult in 
centralised systems where agencies operate independently, resulting in fragmented development 
(Mubvami and Nhekairo, 2006). The global trend towards decentralisation of public roles, resources and 
responsibilities is frequently presented as an important vehicle for increasing women’s representation and 
participation and as a means by which their policy priorities and political participation can be guaranteed 
(Beal, 2005). 
The Prime Minister’s Directive of 1985 created the office of ten Provincial Governors (now Ministers of 
State for Provincial Affairs). Their functions were to co-ordinate and implement development planning in 
their respective provinces. This also saw the creation of the provincial councils under the Provincial 
Councils and Administration Act of 1985. The outcome of the directives appears to share a common thread 
with the key features of colonial rule. They were a quest to discipline local institutions into certain forms of 
rule, racial domination during the colonial period and one-party political domination in the post-colonial era 
(Mandondo, 2000). 
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2.3.3 Rural District Councils Act (1988) 
The last major decentralisation reform to be implemented was the Rural District Councils Act in 1988, which 
formalised the planning process, envisaged under the Prime Minister’s Directives and established a system 
of administration, management and development of rural areas. In 1988, the Rural District Councils Act 
[Chapter 29: 15] was promulgated with a view to unifying district and rural councils This ended the dual 
system of rural local government. However, it only became effective in 1993 when 45 Rural Councils were 
amalgamated with District Councils to form 55 Rural District Councils (Community Law Centre, 2010). The 
major objective was the rationalisation of local government in the rural areas. Rural District Councils 
(RDCs) cover the areas that are designated as communal land in Zimbabwe. 
The amalgamation of the rural and district councils was seen as a necessary step to dismantle the former 
racially based local government system and to create for the rural areas a local government system that 
would promote nation-building through interaction across the racial line, and to permit a more equitable 
distribution of public services (Chakaipa, 2010). The creation and promotion of this mutual understanding 
was regarded as a prerequisite for the equitable provision of services and resource sharing particularly as it 
related to the question of land for resettlement programmes (Helmsing, 1991). This reform gave effect to 
the bipartite system of local government that currently exists in Zimbabwe. However, the amalgamation 
was fraught with difficulties and reflected a range of compromises which seriously distracted it from its 
ostensible objectives. Full democratic participation was not extended to the former Rural Council areas 
where only local taxpayers and their spouses were able to vote, thereby excluding the black landless farm 
workers (Helmsing, 1991).  
The RDC Act failed to unify the tax base. It continued to rely on the basic land tenure divisions between the 
different categories: commercial, communal, and resettlement. The proceeds of the land development levy 
(collected from the commercial farmers) were to be spent on road maintenance. Thus as Helmsing (1991: 
134) points out, while the Act formally did away with a relic of separate development, “basic socio-
economic and tenure divisions have remained and the Act accepts these and the RDC is organised around 
these divisions.” Challenges identified at the amalgamation led to the RDCs capacity building programme in 
1996 which was aimed at developing the capacity of RDCs to plan, manage and implement their own 
development (Chakaipa, 2010). 
The number of RDCs has since risen to 61 as new ones were created by subdividing bigger RDCs 
(MLGPWNH, 2009). The abolition of African Councils to create District Councils was accompanied by the 
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transfer of powers of traditional leaders to the new Councils (planning and land allocation), elected Village 
Development Committees (Vidcos), Ward Development Committees (Wadcos) and Community Courts 
(judicial). However, lobbying and continued practical influence resulted in legislative changes to harmonise 
modern local government and traditional institutions through the Traditional Leaders Act of 2000. RDCs 
exercise devolved power in theory, but in practice virtually all they seek to do have to be approved by the 
central government through the Minister of Local Government who is accorded enormous powers by the 
RDC Act (EISA, 2008). Extensive efforts have been made to encourage RDCs to promote local economic 
development. Some of the initiatives include the Communal Areas Management Programme for Indigenous 
Resources (Campfire), Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs), more efficient revenue generation, and 
institutional and organisational capacity building. The RDC Act gives rural communities access to the 
democratic participatory process in local governance and their access to benefit from local development 
initiatives. 
RDCs have the general powers relating to the administration expected of a local government authority, 
including the powers to make by-laws (Section 71 and 88 of the RDC Act). However, all by-laws made by 
the Council must be approved by the Minister, and the Minister himself may make by-laws where he feels 
the Council ought to have but has not (Section 94). There are 250 instances in terms of the RDC Act where 
the Minister may interfere in the affairs of the RDCs. The Minister has substantial control over the finances 
of a council and must approve any borrowing (Part XIII and Section 124 of the Act). In addition to these 
powers, the Minister may direct any resolution of a Council to be rescinded and give notice that the 
resolutions on notified matters require his approval.  
The Minister has powers to dismiss a councillor on certain specified grounds, including if he has reasonable 
grounds to believe that the councillor is responsible for “gross mismanagement of the funds, property or 
affairs of the council” (Section 157). Where all the Councillors for a given council area are unable, for any 
cause whatsoever, to exercise all or some of their functions as councillors, the Minister may appoint 
Commissioners to run the council. RDCs are heavily dependent on central government for funding and in 
most cases have on average been able to raise only 15% and in some districts 1% of their revenue from 
local levies, taxes, rates and charges (Community Law Centre, 2010). The remainder comes in the form of 
transfers from the centre, all of which are tied to particular activities. They collect a small amount of 
revenue from the development levy, user fees, licences and income-generating activities. The distribution 
of these transfer funds from central government follows no set formula for calculating the transfers. The 
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main forms of transfers from central government are loans under the Public Sector Investment Programme 
(PSIP). It is entirely at the discretion of the central government and is usually disbursed through sector 
ministries. The transfers have not been followed or funded in full, resulting in operating deficits on the part 
of local authorities. As a result, the political and administrative independence of the Councils is severely 
compromised. 
RDCs are responsible for policy formulation provided that it is not in conflict with national policy, district 
planning, regulation and control of activities subject to national legislations. They are run by an elected 
council and staff headed by a Chief Executive Officer (CEO). The CEO is chosen by the council subject to 
approval by the Minister of Local Government. The key coordinating mechanism at the district level is the 
Rural District Development Committee (RDDC). This is a committee of the RDC but also includes all other 
stakeholders in the district, including central government officers, Non-Governmental Organisations 
(NGOs), parastatals and the private sector. There are five mandatory committees under the RDC which 
are: finance, roads, natural resources conservation, human resources, and social and health. The council 
may create other committees when the need arises (Matyszak, 2011). 
2.3.3.1 Qualification for Election into the RDC in terms of the RDC Act 
The requirements for one to stand as a candidate in council elections are provided for in Section (28) of the 
RDC Act. This involves that one must be enrolled as a voter for that ward and be an ordinary resident in the 
council area. The requirements are very minimal and therefore many women and men do qualify. The 
requirements for voter registration in terms of Section (16) of the Act are gender-neutral. The Section 
provides that: 
 “Every person who, on the 1st of March of the year in which the voters’ roll is prepared; 
(a) Is of or over the age of 18 years, and 
(b) Is a citizen of Zimbabwe, and 
(c) Is a resident of any communal land or resettlement ward, shall be entitled to be enrolled on the 
voters’ role as a voter in that ward.” 
2.3.3.2 Elections for Councillors 
Elections for councillors have been held regularly since the pre-colonial period. However, after 
independence in 1980, various reforms have taken place in the management of elections for councillors. 
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Before 2000, local authorities would run their own elections guided by their enabling legislations. These 
elections were held after every four years. As from 2002, the management of all elections is now under the 
Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC), established in terms of Section 238 of the Constitution of 
Zimbabwe. Elections for local government councillors are now conducted in terms of the Electoral Act 
[Chapter 2: 13]. While in the past national and local elections were held separately, these were harmonised 
for the first time during the 29 March 2008 elections (ZEC, 2008).  
According to the Local Government Laws Amendment as amended in 2008, the Minister of Local 
Government can appoint special interests councillors in terms of Section 7(b) to represent special interests 
groups. The number of appointed councillors cannot exceed 25% of the number of elected councillors. 
These special interests councillors participate in the business of the council to which they are appointed 
and perform the same functions and are entitled to the same benefits in every respect as if they were 
elected councillors. However, they do not have voting rights in meetings or decisions of councils 
(Mushamba, 2010). 
The idea of “special interests group” has been even institutionalised by being included in the urban councils 
legislation, since the time ZANU-PF started losing control of urban constituencies to opposition parties. 
Jonga (2012) argues that at an election all interests are represented through their political affiliations. Thus 
individuals are free to choose and elect a candidate from the political parties that represent their interests. 
He further argues that the idea of remembering special interests after an election is theft, corruption, 
dishonesty or fraud that is only bent on benefiting regimes or politicians whose political traits include 
“monocracy, autocracy, violence, thuggery, treachery and inconsistence.” Many of the individuals who are 
being appointed to represent special interest are known ZANU-PF supporters and this can be interpreted to 
mean that the “special interests” covered by this legislation are ZANU-PF party interests. 
Local government elections are ward-based. There has never been any requirement of academic 
qualifications for councillors in Zimbabwe. The onus for choosing credible candidates for public office at 
local level rests on political parties (Machingauta, 2010). To be elected as a councillor, the only requirement 
is that the candidate must be 21 years of age and registered on the ward voters roll for the ward in which 
one is contesting. Voter turnout for local government elections in Zimbabwe has always generally been low. 
In the 2008 harmonised elections only 35% of the registered voters participated in the local government 
elections (ZEC, 2008). 
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2.4 Structures of Local Government 
The Local Government system in Zimbabwe, which is a unitary state, is predicated on a decentralisation 
mode of governance (Machingauta, 2010). However, as has been argued in the first part of this chapter, 
the extent to which the local government system is decentralised is subject to debate, as decentralisation is 
a process and not an event. In terms of the legal framework, the following Acts define the modus operandi 
of the local government system in Zimbabwe: 
(a) The Regional Town and Country Planning Act (1976); 
(b) Provincial Councils and Administration Act (1985); 
(c) The Rural District Councils Act (1988);  
(d) The Urban Councils Act (1993);  
(e) The Traditional Leaders Act (2000); and 
(f) Constitution of Zimbabwe (2013) 
These six legislations are at the core of local government in Zimbabwe in terms of defining functions, 
powers, structures and procedures. The above legal instruments introduced and some of them 
subsequently amended in the post-independence era empower the local government institutions to carry 
out their mandate (Machingauta, 2010). The Acts among other issues define the legal and functional 
relationships between and among the various actors in local government, who in essence are the key 
enablers to development, to the extent the same have to proffer safe landing to all development initiatives. 
Key among the local institutions of rural governance is RDCs which are charged with the mandate to 
deliver services, as well as promote general development in their areas. In the context of decentralisation, 
local authorities bring communities closer to the decision-making process on local development initiatives, 
thereby inducing the indispensable sense of ownership and sustainability development initiatives. 
In trying to understand the adequacy of the above legal provisions for local government in Zimbabwe, it is 
necessary to use a framework of comparison of powers for both central and local government. Such 
analysis uses existing local government legislation to identify powers and on the basis of simple tallying 
verdicts the ‘balance of power’ is pronounced generally as decentralisation of central government activities 
(ACPDT, 2002). 
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Table 2.1 Local and Central Government Power Differentials 
Powers of Local Government Powers of central government 
(a) Plan and implement local 
development. 
(b) Manage water and sanitation. 
(c) Provide and maintain roads. 
(d) Manage education and 
health. 
(e) Manage refuse removal. 
(f) Provide housing and serviced 
stands. 
(g) Manage cemeteries. 
(h) Carry out social welfare. 
(a) Establish, abolish or alter local government status. 
(b) Fix the area of a local authority (number of wards and thus 
Councillors). 
(c) Approve the getting or taking over of land by the local authority. 
(d) Carry out planning and estate development 
(e) Appoint the Local Government Board. 
(f) Appoint a Valuation Board. 
(g) Appoint auditors. 
(h) Appoint an investigating team where an inquiry is needed. 
(i) Suspend or dismiss councillors who have committed serious 
offences. 
(j) Appoint a commissioner to run the affairs of a Council when 
there are no councillors. 
(k) Give general direction on policy. 
(l) Authorise anything not covered by the Act. 
(m) Publish model by-laws, direct Councils to adopt specific bylaws 
and approve Council-developed bylaws. 
(n) Suspend a Council resolution when it goes against the interests 
of residents. 
(o) Correct any omissions. 
(p) Establish bus stops. 
(q) Regulate accounting and loans. 
(r) Prescribe amounts beyond which councils should seek tenders. 
(s) Approve income generating projects and cooperatives. 
(t) Direct Councils to pay their debts and reduce deficits. 
(u) State what types of local charges can be raised without 
approval.  
Source: Africa Community Publishing Development Trust (ACPDT) (2002). 
30 
 
A call has been made for the decentralisation of existing local government legislations to come up with one 
local government law (Mushamba, 2010). By 2007, the Ministry of Local Government had come up with a 
framework for a single local government Act. The reasoning behind decentralisation stems from the desire 
to eliminate perceived disparities in levels of autonomy, and to provide for a uniform legal framework for 
rural and urban local authorities. Such a rationalisation flows from post-independence local government 
reform projects which saw amalgamation of small African Councils and District Councils (District Councils 
Act 1980), amalgamation of Rural Councils and District Councils (Rural District Councils Act 1988), and the 
decentralisation of elected and traditional leadership structures. 
Local government in Zimbabwe operates in a delegated capacity, performing functions conferred upon it by 
the central government. The functions, while defined in law, are open to central government variation and 
reassignment to other state agencies. Local government’s existence and sustenance is largely dependent 
on central government, which has historically operated more through field administration than councils 
(Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). Pre and post-independence policy and structural developments have sustained 
centre-local relations that undermine the emergence of sound local governance in Zimbabwe (Mushamba, 
2010). The rural local government system is characterised by a multi-tiered and hierarchical two-strand 
administrative structure. One strand comprises democratically elected local government councils, the other 
comprising appointed traditional leaders and officials imposed by the central government. There are thus 
two loci of power in local government running parallel to each other – one democratic and one appointed, 
with some formal linkages between the two established by statute. The result is that numerous tentacles of 
power emanating from different sources in this bifurcated system touch upon and control the lives of the 
rural communities (Matyszak, 2011). 
2.4.1 Ministry of Local Government, Public Works and National Housing (MLGPWNH) 
Existing local government structures and their operation further illuminate the status of local government 
and its potential to address the development deficit. At the apex of the local government system in 
Zimbabwe is the Ministry of Public Works and National Housing (MLGPWNH) charged by the Executive 
with the local government functions. Its policy is to recognise local democracy and decentralisation of 
powers and responsibilities from central government to lower-tier structures. The main structures include 
the Ministry of Local Government, the Provincial Councils, RDCs, Ward Development Committees 
(Wadcos) and Village Development Committees (Vidcos). The ministry has been assigned the various 
statutes which establish and operationalise local government. The ministry is accountable to the Nation, 
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Parliament and the Executive for the efficient operation of local government (Chakaipa, 2010). The Minister 
and the Permanent Secretary have far-reaching decision-making powers affecting rural communities. The 
Minister may give directions to, and demand reports from, Provincial Councils, and pass regulations to 
ensure compliance with the Provincial Councils and Administration Act and “good governance” (Matyszak, 
2011). 
 The Ministry is responsible for administering local government legislation, which in practical terms entails 
coordinating policy formulation, implementation, and evaluation. Its functions entail leading the 
development and management of the local government sector and representing the sector’s interests at 
national and sub-national levels in relation to other arms of government. It also has offices at national, 
provincial and district levels, providing certain competencies such as physical planning and civil protection 
which may be scarce or unavailable in local councils (Mandondo, 2000). The deconcentrated offices of the 
Ministry at provincial and district levels provide for interface, facilitation and coordination of local 
government with central ministries. The local government elections in Zimbabwe are supported by the New 
Constitution of Zimbabwe 2013, Electoral Act, Zimbabwe Electoral Commission Act and the Referendums 
Act. The elections are based on the single-member constituency system (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
2.4.2 Provincial Councils (PCs) 
Provincial councils were not local authorities in the strict sense of the term as they were not elective bodies. 
Administratively, Zimbabwe’s provincial tier of government is headed by a Minister of State for Provincial 
Affairs who is a presidential appointee. Before the new Constitution of Zimbabwe (2013), Ministers of State 
for Provincial Affairs were known as Provincial Governors and were created under the Provincial Councils 
and Administration Act 1985 [Chapter 29: 11] to perform coordinative, consultative, and political functions 
for each province, seen as essential for the speedy and coordinated development of districts and 
provinces. Ministers of State for Provincial Affairs chair provincial councils whose membership is drawn 
from councils, Members of Parliament (MPs), Senators and political party leaders within a province. The 
provincial councils are serviced by the Provincial Development Committees (PDCs) and are answerable to 
the central government, not to locals, for their actions. The provincial councils have no revenue-collecting 
powers, nor do they receive any direct transfers from government. The provincial councils are coordinative 
structures essentially meant to coordinate government interventions at sub-national level and also to 
ensure local authority compliance with central government policies and directives. 
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Each province is assigned a Provincial Administrator (PA) who is appointed by the Civil Service 
Commission (CSC). The manner of the appointment of these officials is obscure, though their appointments 
may be authorised by Section 33 of the Provincial Councils and Administration Act (1985), and they are 
part of the CSC. No legislation sets out the qualifications for, or duties of office, of Provincial Administrators 
(Matyszak, 2011). They are appointed in terms of the Act and are simply and broadly described there as 
being “to perform such duties in relation to the Provincial Councils as the Minister may from time to time 
direct” (Provincial Councils and Administration Act, 1985). They appear to be the Ministry’s liaison point 
with the Provincial Council and Minister of State for Provincial Affairs, and acted to some extent as a quasi 
“permanent secretary” to the Minister of State for Provincial Affairs, often exercising power in areas where 
statute specifically assigns it elsewhere, for example in the nomination of chiefs. Provincial Councils 
comprise the following membership: 
(a) The Minister of State for Provincial Affairs; 
(b) The chairperson of the municipal council and one other person nominated by that council;  
(c) The chairperson of each RDC within the province and one other person from such council 
nominated by the Minister, who may be an appointee to that council;  
(d) A Chief from the Province appointed by the Provincial Assembly of Chiefs; and  
(e) Three other persons appointed by the President – one chosen on the basis of skill and experience 
in the political affairs of the province, one chosen to represent the youth, and one to represent 
women. 
At the provincial and district levels, Ministry of Local Government staff (the Provincial and District 
Administrators) are the most senior representatives of central government with a responsibility to 
coordinate multi-agency development planning and management through chairing PDCs and RDDCs 
respectively. 
2.4.2.1 Provincial Councils as Enshrined in the New Constitution of Zimbabwe (2013) 
The New Constitution of Zimbabwe (2013) provides for the establishment of Provincial Councils. Section 
268 (1) indicates that: 
(1) There is a provincial council for each province, except the metropolitan provinces, consisting of: 
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(a) a chairperson of the council, elected in terms of Section 272; 
(b) the senators elected from the province concerned; 
(c) the two senator chiefs elected from the province concerned in terms of Section 120(1)(b); 
(d) the president and deputy president of the National Council of Chiefs, where their areas fall 
within the province concerned; 
(e) all the Members of the National Assembly whose constituencies fall within the province 
concerned; 
(f) the women Members of the National Assembly who are elected in terms of Section 124(1)(b) 
from the province concerned; and 
(g) the mayors and chairpersons, by whatever title they are called, of all urban and rural local 
authorities in the province concerned; and 
(h) ten persons elected by a system of prporpotional representation referred to in subsection (3). 
(2) A person is qualified to be elected to a provincial council in terms of subsection (1) (h) if he or she 
is qualified for elections as a Member of the National Assembly. 
2.4.2.2 Provincial Development Committee (PDC) 
This is the technical arm of the Provincial Assembly and consists of: 
(a) The Provincial Administrator for the Province; 
(b) The Town Clerk, principal officer, secretary or senior council officer of every municipal council, 
town council, local board, rural council or district council whose mayors or chairmen, as the case 
may be, are members of the provincial council;  
(c) Provincial heads of security services such as the Zimbabwe Republic Police (ZRP), Zimbabwe 
National Army (ZNA) and the Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO); 
(d) The provincial head of each ministry and department of a Ministry within the province that the 
Minister of Local Government may designate by notice of writing to the Minister of State for 
Provincial Affairs; and 
(e) Such further members representing other organisations and interests as the Minister of Local 
Government on the recommendations of the Minister of State for Provincial Affairs may appoint. 
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All the members hold office at the pleasure of the Minister and the security sector and Ministry officials 
have a strong and anomalous presence (Makumbe, 2010; Matyszak, 2011). The functions of this 
Committee are to make recommendations to the Provincial Council as to matters to be included in the 
annual development and other long-term plans for the province, assist the Provincial Council in preparing 
such plans and when instructed to do so by the Council. Although a Minister of State for Provincial Affairs 
and the Council have virtually identical functions, no hierarchy or chain of command is indicated by the 
legislation. The somewhat nebulous description of duties and lack of any indication as to the precise nature 
of power accorded to carry out these duties, allows for an “expansive interpretation” by those concerned 
and the “arrogation of considerable power” by a Minister of State for Provincial Affairs (Matyszak, 2011: 6).  
2.4.3 Rural District Councils (RDCs) 
Section 8 of the Rural District Councils Act (Chapter 29:13) provides for the establishment of RDCs by the 
President. Local authorities (Rural District and Urban Councils) form the lowest local government structure, 
closest to the people. Zimbabwe currently has 61 rural district councils and 31 urban local authorities (ZEC, 
2008). Council areas are divided into wards, each represented by an elected councillor who is elected 
through the first-past-the-post (FPTP) electoral system. This means that the person with the most votes in a 
ward wins the seat. Currently there are 1 596 wards under the RDCs (ZEC, 2008). Councils are made up of 
two arms which are: 
(a) The elected councillors who serve as policy makers and the legislature for making and passing 
bylaws and budgets; and 
(b) The executive and technical arm, which is responsible for the day-to-day running of the council and 
implements council decisions. In the urban councils, the head of appointed staff is the Town Clerk 
and in the in the RDCs is the Chief Executive Officer (CEO). 
(c) There is a separation of functions, which means that councillors should not become involved in the 
day-to-day operations of the council. The council staff should not become involved in the political 
aspects of the council (Tolmay and Morna, 2010). 
 The Minister of Local Government also appoints a maximum of three chiefs to each of the RDCs. Section 6 
of the RDC Act indicates that: 
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“All Rural District Councils have been divided into wards for the purpose of electing councillors. 
These Councils are headed by a chairman who is elected from among the councillors at their first 
meeting following a general election which is held every four years. In addition to the elected 
councillors, the Minister also appoints up to three Chiefs from within any given Council area for the 
purposes of representation of the traditional leaders.” 
Besides chiefs and special interest councillors, two other administrative appointments are important in 
relation to the governance of RDCs. Firstly, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of the Council, whose 
appointment by a Council must be approved by the Minister of Local Government. The CEO effectively acts 
as secretary to the Council and is responsible for the keeping of records and minutes. All notifications pass 
through his or her office. Secondly, but more important, is the post of the District Administrator (DA). It is 
difficult to identify any legislation providing for the appointment of these officials. There is no provision in the 
RDC Act authorising the appointment of DAs. The definition section of the RDC Act defines a DA as being 
“the District Administrator within whose district the council area or proposed council area lies”, a somewhat 
secular and unhelpful description. More commonly, definition sections of legislation, when describing 
officials of this nature, use terms such as “the person appointed as such in terms of” a particular section of 
identified legislation (Matyszak, 2011). 
 While DAs appear to be public officials whose appointment is thus made by the CSC and authorised by the 
Public Service Act, no other provision appears to govern their appointment. Yet these individuals wield 
enormous powers and have been described as acting on behalf of the Ministry of Local Government as 
“chief implementers, government regulators and monitors” of Ministerial Policy in the districts to which they 
are assigned (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). DAs have thus been assigned to chair land and food distribution 
and generally appear to regard all administrative matters relating to government as falling within their 
purview. For example, DAs have become involved in disputes over the appointment of chiefs, have issued 
instructions to polling officers during elections, and meddled in the arrangement of venues for the 2010 
constitution-making outreach programmes (VOA News, 2010). The DAs also chair RDDC meetings and 
have other powers spread over 13 different pieces of legislation (Matyszak, 2011). RDCs operate through a 
committee system which are provided for in relevant legislations and may include any of the following; 
finance, human resources, planning, audit, housing, health, roads/works, environment and 
social/community services. Each committee consists of a number of councillors and relevant executive 
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staff. One of the councillors is elected as chairperson. Committee recommendations are discussed in Full 
Council meetings which all councillors are supposed to attend. 
2.4.3.1 Characteristics of RDCs 
Some of the basic characteristics of RDCs in Zimbabwe have been described by Olthof and Wekwete 
(1992) as: 
(a) Financially highly dependent on central government resources for the delivery of basic resources 
and for their own institutional sustainability, reflected for instance by grant aid to most key 
executive posts; 
(b) Covering areas with limited readily exploitable and developed resources, worsening the 
dependence on central government. Nevertheless, improved management of natural resources 
such as wildlife has provided opportunities for increasing local revenue; 
(c) Having peasant agriculture on marginal land as its major economic base. Limited urbanisation and 
a general lack of non-farming activities continues to cause labour migration to other areas; 
(d) With limited finances and few opportunities for human resource development, the management 
capacity and technical skills of executive staff have remained relatively undeveloped, resulting in 
more administrative than development-oriented RDCs; 
(e) The statutory powers of councils are generally limited allowing for few and standard activities. Such 
limited powers are evident in terms of local revenue-raising powers, which are restricted to inelastic 
tax resources, while many services are provided by central government ministries and parastatals; 
(f) Although councillors play an important role in representing the interests of their wards, they have in 
their activities frequently been overshadowed by Members of Parliament and Senators, and by 
representatives of other interest groups, mainly due to the lack of resources available to council. 
2.4.4 Rural District Development Committee (RDDC) 
This is in theory the most important, practical and functional of all development committees (Matyszak, 
2011). The RDDC consists of: 
(a) The District Administrator, who chairs the Committee; 
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(b) The chairmen of every other committee established by the Council; 
(c) The CEO of the Council and such other officers as the Council may determine;  
(d) District heads of national security services such as the ZRP, ZNA and CIO; 
(e) The district head of each ministry and department of a ministry within the district that the Minister 
may designate by notice in writing to the DA; and 
(f) Such further persons representing other organisations and interests as the Minister, on the 
recommendation of the DA, may permit (Section 60(1) RDC Act). 
Membership of the RDDC is thus almost exclusively restricted to bureaucrats and technocrats at the 
expense of ‘popular’ representatives of grassroots structures in the district’s supreme planning body. This 
attenuates the spirit of popular participation in planning for local development. It excludes communities from 
forums in which crucial decisions are made over grassroots visions and aspirations (Chakaipa, 2010). 
Grassroots under-representation in the RDDC is further reinforced by lower literacy levels among 
community representatives in comparison with bureaucrats and technocrats. The presence of the security 
sector also provides an intimidating setting, given their role and history as instruments of state force and 
coercion (Chakaipa, 2010; Matyszak, 2011). Their presence also on a Committee charged with 
developmental issues is obviously anomalous and reflects both the importance of the Committee and the 
desire to control the distribution of resources by the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front 
(ZANU-PF) which currently controls the respective Ministries (Matyszak, 2011). Equally indicative of this is 
the fact that the Committee is chaired and dominated by ministerial civil servants, and that all persons on 
the Committee “hold office at the pleasure of the Minister” (Section 60 (3) of the RDC Act). 
Because of its imbalances in terms of effective power and representation, the RDDC basically serves as a 
technical and bureaucratic referee and editor of purported grassroots plans (Chakaipa, 2010). RDCs, as 
elected bodies, are meant to approve plans before they are forwarded to provincial councils, PDCs and 
national planning agencies. In practice, RDDCs effectively do the planning while the Councils simply 
approve plans for onward forwarding to the higher bodies (Thomas, 1991; Makumbe, 1998). In practice, 
development plans are formulated in accordance with sector ministries’ funding requirements and pay little 
heed to the Councils’ own resources. The result is that plans forwarded from the Wadcos are largely 
ignored and sub-national planning becomes “an exercise in futility” (Community Law Centre, 2010). 
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In principle, councillors should consult their wards for approval of the consolidated plans. The RDDC, 
however, perpetuates top-down orientations by providing a forum for development planners and 
administrators to mobilise local participation for the endorsement of RDDC-authored plans, and by 
legitimising such plans through shallow, hurried, dubious and cosmetic consultation processes 
(Murombedzi, 1991; Makumbe, 1998). Instead of providing a form of representation which is accountable, 
councillors become conduits for funnelling bottom-up visions into the RDDC level and reporting top-down 
decisions on such visions to local communities. Such a role reinforces the image of councillors as 
“extensions of the state” instead of popular representatives charged with articulating and making decisions 
in the interests of grassroots communities (Makumbe, 1998; Chakaipa, 2010). 
The integrated district plans are sent to the Provincial Councils. Plans then enter a “tortuous bidding 
process” within the PDC, which prioritises them for funding (Chakaipa, 2010). However, plans that progress 
beyond this stage are often sidelined in favour of sectoral plans, which are centrally authored within line 
ministries (Thomas, 1991). Local plans are thus only tendered as “shopping lists” which are subject to 
editing and prioritisation at the district level and further reprioritisation at the provincial level where they are 
often sidelined. Local-level decentralisation, therefore, only participates in initiating futile plans but does not 
in any meaningful way decide, prioritise, fund, or implement the plans. These roles are usually taken over 
by the organisations above them (Wekwete, 2006). 
2.4.4.2 The Ward Assembly 
Section 18 of the Traditional Leaders Act establishes the Ward and Village Assemblies under the effective 
control and charge of traditional leadership. Its technical work is undertaken by the Ward Development 
Committee (Wadco). The Ward Assembly is made up of all Headmen, Village Heads, and the Councillor for 
the ward concerned. The Ward Assembly is based on universal participation (all villagers above 18 years). 
It is chaired by a Headman who presides over the meetings, which are convened with the same frequency 
or in the manner of Village Assemblies, save that a Chief cannot instruct a Ward Assembly to convene 
while a Headmen may instruct the convening of a Village Assembly. Functions of the Ward Assembly are 
described in Section 18 of the RDC Act. The Ward Assembly is charged with the responsibility of 
supervising the activities of the Village Assemblies within its jurisdiction. It reviews and approves 
development plans or proposals submitted to it by the Village Assembly and submit such plans for 
incorporation into the RDDC plans. There is intended to be a two-way flow of information. Thus it considers 
and reports on any matter that is referred to it by: 
39 
 
(a) The DA; or 
(b) The Chief; or 
(c) The RDC; or 
       (d)  A member of the Ward Assembly. 
2.4.4.3 Ward Development Committees (Wadcos) 
They are established by Section 59 of the RDC Act and Section 20 of the Traditional Leaders Act. They are 
chaired by an elected councillor representing the ward at the district level, with representatives of 
development organisations operating at that level as members. A ward is defined as consisting of an 
administrative unit of approximately 6 000 to 7 000 people, further organised into six villages of about 1 000 
people each. The Wadco draws its membership from leaders of its constituent Vidcos whose boundaries 
coincide with those of traditional villages. Two positions are reserved for representatives of the ruling 
party’s women’s and youth leagues in the Wadco. A Wadco receives plans of its constituent Vidcos and 
consolidates them into ward plans. Councillors then forward them to the district where they are submitted to 
the RDDC, the district’s supreme planning body that is tasked with consolidating the various ward plans 
into the district’s annual and five-year plans (Mandondo, 2000). The Wadco is the vehicle through which 
development proposals for the district are channeled upwards or downwards. 
The councillors in any ward have the mandate to guide the council on its functions that are aimed at 
improving rural infrastructure and providing better social services for the people. Although local government 
elections for ward councillors are held regularly, they are conducted along political party lines. Councillors 
owe their allegiance to the political party’s elites, who endorse their candidature for the party’s primary polls 
(Makumbe, 2010). The electoral system therefore churns out councillors who are upwardly accountable to 
their political benefactors and not downwardly accountable to their grassroots constituencies (Mandondo, 
2000). 
Some of the roles and functions of councillors include: 
(a) Organise and convene ward meetings (community meetings) to discuss matters of development 
and to give the opportunity to the community to air their views on all aspects of their lives. 
(b) Attend to community developmental needs such as draught power, hunger, agricultural needs, 
infrastructural development, and unemployment. 
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(c) Distribute humanitarian assistance such as maize, clothes, food for work and any other activity that 
requires their input. 
(d) Implementation of empowerment projects:  
(e) Attending meetings at church, schools, village functions and other important community functions 
such as funerals and weddings. 
(f) Attending council meetings both full and subcommittee meetings. 
(g) Attending to council business such as officiating at functions, attending workshops and other 
related issues. 
2.4.4.4 The Village Assembly 
Village Assemblies are established by virtue of Section 17 of the Traditional Leaders Act. The Village 
Assembly comprises all members of a village over the age of 18, and is presided by the Village Head who 
is an ex officio chairman. It meets once every three months, or when one third of members request a 
meeting, or when the ward has instructed the Village Head to convene a meeting. The Village Assembly 
acts as a democratic liaison point between the villages and those charged with responsibility for their 
wellbeing and development of their area. The Village Assembly thus “considers all matters, including 
cultural matters, affecting the interest and well-being of all the inhabitants of the village.” It elects and 
supervises the Vidcos and reviews and approves any village development plan before its submission to the 
Wadco for incorporation into the ward development plan. Its main functions are:  
(a) To consider all matters, including cultural affecting the interests and well-being of all the inhabitants 
of the village; and 
(b) To consider and resolve all issues relating to land, water and other natural resources within the 
area and to make appropriate recommendations in accordance with any approved layout or 
development plan of the village or ward. 
It is also intended to be a two-way flow of information. Thus, it considers and reports on any matter that is 
referred to it by: 
(a) The DA for the district concerned; or 
(b) The RDC; or 
(c) The Chief or Headman for the area concerned; or  
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(d) The Ward Assembly within whose area the Village Assembly falls; or 
(e) The Vidco established for the village; or 
(f)   Any member of the Village Assembly (Section 15). 
2.4.4.5 Village Development Committees (Vidcos) 
The Vidco is the lowest unit of government administration which is expected to identify the needs of the 
village and articulate them through the development of a local village plan. The Vidco normally consists of 
100 households, with slight variations from area to area, and it is presided over by an elected chairperson. 
Technical matters of the assembly are handled by a committee that draws in the input of technical agents 
from within the village. The committee is chaired by the Village Head. The Vidcos have little credibility at 
the local level. This may be attributed to the fact that they are generally accountable upwards and not to 
their constituencies. The failure to create a representative system may be attributed to the lack of a political 
culture that encourages participation (Katerere and Mohamed, 1996). 
Although the Prime Minister’s Directives gave rural communities a system of representation and 
participation in the process of planning for local development, political expediency subverted the 
democratic element of the system. Universal suffrage elects four of the six members of any Vidco. The 
remaining two positions are reserved for women and the youth, and are usually filled by members of the 
ruling party’s youth and women’s leagues (Makumbe, 1998). The post of Vidco chair is never regularly 
contested in democratic elections, partly because there are no resources for such a process and also 
because the office is largely perceived by locals to be void and meaningless (Sithole, 1997). 
The Vidcos and Wadcos were perceived to be successors to those established by Zimbabwe National 
Liberation Army (ZANLA) forces (ZANU-PF’s military wing) during the liberation war (Zimbabwe Institute, 
2005). As such, although in theory they are intended to foster bottom-up participatory democracy, the 
opposite has been the case. While they were initially headed by a democratically elected chairperson, 
Village Heads have taken over this role in Vidcos following the increase in their power with the passage of 
the Traditional Leaders Act in 2000. In most instances this has resulted in Vidcos becoming “empty shells” 
and the Village Head taking all decisions on behalf of the Vidcos, often on instructions from central 
government and ZANU-PF officials (Zimbabwe Institute, 2010). Wekwete (1988) quoted in Makumbe 
(1998:97) argues that there is an affinity between ZANU-PF and the local government structure by 
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asserting that “the whole local government structure in Zimbabwe is a carbon copy of the ZANU-PF 
structure.” 
Though Section 22 of the Traditional Leaders Act requires that every village or ward assembly needs to 
ensure the adequate representation and participation of women, the youth and any other interest group on 
the Vidcos and Wadcos, there are no practical measures of enforcement. In theory the institutions and 
processes are inclusive and participatory, while in practice the traditional leaders as individuals make most 
of the decisions at the village level with few assemblies being operational (Makumbe, 1998). Chatiza (2010) 
suggests that the definition of local government at a national level has been confused. He argues that 
central government vacillates between a devolution thrust (administering local affairs by locally elected 
officials) and a delegation one (performing tasks transferred from or assigned by the centre). As a result of 
the hierarchical nature of local government in Zimbabwe, central government often intervenes in its affairs. 
Depending on the nature of their scope, some of the interventions have been so intrusive as to substitute 
council decisions with those of the Minister, while others may not be so intrusive. In its current form, local 
government legislation treats local government as an extension of central government rather than as a 
separate sphere of government (Makumbe, 1998; Matyszak, 2011).  
Figure 1 below indicates the current structure of rural local government in Zimbabwe. It also shows other 
actors and institutions that are involved in rural local governance such as civil society and political parties. 
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Figure 2.1 Structure of Local Government in Zimbabwe 
Civil Society 
institutions 
 Traditional Leaders 
(Council of Chiefs) 
 Ministry of Local 
Government, Public 
Works and National 
Housing(MLGPWNH) 
 Central Government 
agencies 
 
 
 PR   PAC     PDC  PC    MSPA                 PH      PCC   
        PA     
   
   DR   Chiefs  RDDC  RDC   DA            DH       PD 
        
Field Staff                Headmen                                    Wadco        Field Staff  Branch 
   WA                                                Councillor     
  
      Village Head       Vidco                    Cell 
               VA         
           
            General public                                                                             General public 
Source: Adapted from Chakaipa (2010). 
KEY: 
PR – Provincial Representatives    PC – Provincial Council 
PH – Provincial Heads     MSPA – Minister of State for Provincial Affairs 
PA – Provincial Administrator                DA – District Administrator 
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parties 
(national 
executive) 
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DH – District Heads       DR – District Representatives 
Wadco – Ward Development Committee                 PAC- Provincial Assembly of Chiefs  
RDDC – Rural District Development Committee      PDC – Provincial Development Committee 
Vidco – Village Development Committee                 VH – Village Head     
PCC – Provincial Coordinating Committee       PD – Party District               
WA – Ward Assembly                                             VA – Village Assembly 
One may argue as to the rationale behind the occurrence of such a structural design of rural local 
governance in Zimbabwe. This structure stemmed from the Prime Minister’s Directives of 1984 and 1985. It 
may seem the Prime Minister initiated these changes either to cope with the demand of modern times or to 
decentralise the administration nearer to the people (Chakaipa, 2010). However, viewing this in critical 
terms, it can be argued that there are serious hidden causes. These structures have been used by the 
ruling party ZANUPF to strengthen its political base in local government rather than to ensure opportunities 
for common people to take part in the decision-making process (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). In terms of 
efficiency, Mushamba (2010) argues that this structure has failed to perform for the following reasons: 
“Most administrative decisions are made by the central government. Frequently they involve top 
level officials in the Ministries. Several attempts have been made at decentralisation, but the 
system has remained highly centralised. As such local bodies are characterised by weak 
administrative capacity, a limited financial and human resource base and little public participation.” 
2.5 The Institution of Traditional Leadership 
Traditional structures vest extensive powers in appointed individuals who comprise a prescribed hierarchy 
– Chief, Headmen and Village Heads. These individuals are appointed on the basis of custom which is 
governed by hereditary, rather than elective democratic principles (Matyszak, 2011). For rural communities, 
the most immediate form of local governance is that of traditional and customary institutions, which have 
been given the authority of statute (Traditional Leaders Act, 2000) and which run parallel to and, in some 
instances, in conjunction with the PDCs and RDCs. The institution of traditional leadership has been at the 
centre of rural local governance before and after independence. Between 1930 and 1980, traditional 
leaders became the anchor of rural local government, progressively being assigned tax collection, judicial 
and land allocation functions and other associated powers. Traditional leaders have enjoyed “fluctuating 
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fortunes” (Makumbe, 2010). Over the years, they have been alternatively empowered and disempowered in 
various roles as extensions of colonial rule, conservation allies and sources of political mileage (Holleman, 
1968; Mutizwa-Mangiza, 1985; Scoones and Matose, 1993). Traditional leaders exist at the village level 
(village heads), which is the basic organising unit of rural life in Zimbabwe outside commercial farming 
areas. Zimbabwe’s Constitution recognises the institution of traditional leadership, unlike local government. 
The number of headmen in a ward and the chiefs in a district or province largely depends on traditions in 
different parts of the country as well as the influence of formal administrative boundaries (Chatiza, 2008). 
Chiefs are appointed by the President in accordance with Section 280 of the new Constitution of 
Zimbabwe, the Chiefs and Headmen Act and the Traditional Leaders Act of 2000 (Linnington, 2001). When 
appointing Chiefs, the President must give “due consideration to the prevailing customary principles of 
succession applicable to the community over which the Chief is to preside” and where practicable, must 
appoint a person nominated by those in the community who traditionally determine issues of succession 
and in this case, the council of elders. Currently there are 270 such Chiefs in Zimbabwe (Community Law 
Centre, 2010, Zimbabwe Institute, 2010). The appointment of traditional leaders into political office is dealt 
with in Section 45 (2) of the Traditional Leaders Act.  It states that: 
‘No chief, headmen or village head shall canvass, serve as an election agent, or nominate any 
candidate for election as a state President, Member of Parliament or Councillor in any local 
authority whilst still holding office as Chief, headman or village head.’ 
Chiefs, headmen and village heads may, however, exercise their right to vote in any national or local 
government election or referendum. A Chief may be suspended by the Minister of Local Government if 
charged with any offence involving dishonesty or after an investigation by Ministerial appointees into 
“misconduct in relation to the customs and traditions observed in his area” ordered by the Minister. If a 
Chief is found guilty of any of the offences or misconduct, the Minister may recommend to the President 
that the Chief be removed from office (Section 7(5) (a) of the Traditional Leaders Act). 
Chiefs are ex officio members of RDCs, which in some areas has resulted in making their participation in 
local government at this level difficult (Makumbe, 2010; Chatiza, 2010). They do not have voting rights but 
they can participate in the deliberations of a given RDC. At provincial and national levels, traditional leaders 
have a forum (Council of Chiefs) which coordinates their activities and participation in national development 
processes. At district through to national levels, it appears that the relations between local government 
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bodies and traditional leaders are difficult, partly because of different structures. Despite relevant legislation 
being administered by the same Ministry, there has been limited attention paid to harmonising the two. For 
instance, there is no evidence of effective participation of RDCs at the annual conferences of chiefs, on the 
one hand, nor either of chiefs at the biennial Association of Rural District Councils of Zimbabwe (ARDCZ) 
(Chatiza, 2008).  
Also disturbing is the growing partisan role of traditional leadership in politics. Reports of traditional leaders 
who were actively involved in political campaigns, campaigning for the ruling party, threatening known or 
suspected opposition supporters with eviction from their fiefdoms or, ordering opposition supporters facing 
threats of eviction to pay a fine of an ox in order to be forgiven were widespread during the previous 
elections. Such practices are in total breach of their traditional god fatherly role in their communities. 
Traditional leaders must remain apolitical, embracing all their subjects regardless of their political 
persuasion and allowing their subjects to exercise their freedom of choice and association (ZESN, 2008). 
 
The role of traditional leadership in the politics of Zimbabwe continued to be controversial. Traditional 
leaders were reportedly playing partisan roles in the 2008 and 2013 harmonised elections mainly to prop up 
ZANU-PF, for instance, by directly campaigning for the party, with Chiefs Sogwala, Gobo, Ruya, and 
Ntabeni of Midlands Province reportedly refusing opposition rallies or party regalia in their areas. In 
Mashonaland East, some chiefs and village heads reportedly urged people to vote for the ZANU-PF if they 
did not wish to be evicted from their respective villages. Such reports were also made in Manicaland 
province where Chief Chifodya of Nyanga district allegedly campaigned for ZANU-PF while in Zaka district, 
Village Head Nedowa allegedly campaigned on behalf of the ZANU-PF MP candidate and even forcing 
people to buy party cards. The Village Head was also reportedly the vice-chairperson of the ZANU-PF 
district branch in the area. These developments were particularly disturbing given that chiefs are supposed 
to be neutral. Some traditional leaders however, reportedly remained neutral, urging people to vote for 
candidates of their choice (ZESN, 2008). 
 
In carrying out their duties, the traditional leaders must not be “influenced by any considerations of race, 
tribe, and place of origin, creed, gender or political affiliation” (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). The provision to 
political neutrality was reinforced in the Global Political Agreement (GPA) signed by Zimbabwe’s three main 
political parties (ZANU-PF, Movement for Democratic Change-T and Movement for Democratic Change-M) 
on 15 September 2008. Article 14.1 of the Agreement provides that: 
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“Recognising and acknowledging that traditional leaders are community leaders with equal 
responsibilities and obligations to all members of their communities regardless of age, gender, 
ethnicity, race, religion, and political affiliation, the Parties hereby agree to: 
(a) Commit themselves to ensuring the political neutrality of traditional leaders; and 
(b) Call upon traditional leaders not to engage in partisan political activities at national level as well 
as in their communities.” 
These provisions were brushed aside by ZANU-PF as the country prepared for the 2013 harmonised 
(Matyszak, 2011). In October 2010 several meetings of traditional leaders were held to ensure and utilise 
their allegiance to ZANU-PF. A meeting of 30 Chiefs and army officers is reported to have taken place at 
military barracks in Harare to discuss election strategies which would ensure ZANU-PF’s retention of power 
(www.thezimbabwean.co.uk). The annual national conference of Chiefs held in Kariba in October 2010 
endorsed President Robert Mugabe as their favourite Presidential candidate (www.voanews.com). In an 
address by Vice-President Joice Mujuru at the same conference, Chiefs were specifically informed that 
they were entitled to engage in politics “as pioneers of the struggle for freedom” (The Herald 01.10.10). 
Zimbabwe National Army Brigadier-General (now Major-General) Douglas Nyikayaramba, formerly of 3 
Brigade in Manicaland Province, summoned 200 traditional leaders from the province to a “workshop” at 
the army barracks during which they were told to prevent members of the main opposition party, MDC-T, 
from campaigning and receiving agricultural inputs from the government (www.swradioafrica.com). The 
former Brigadier-General is further reported to have stated that:  
“I want to make it clear to all Chiefs gathered here today that if President Mugabe loses in the next 
year’s (2011) elections [later held in 2013], you will have a case to answer. Gone are the 
Rhodesian days when Chiefs were apolitical.” (The Zimbabwe Independent 12 November 2013). 
The institution of traditional leadership in Zimbabwe has gone through colonial and post-colonial 
acceptance, usage, and political corruption (Mamdani, 1996; Mbembe, 2001). It has also shown 
considerable resilience and clout by influencing sub-national development processes and increasingly 
national political structures. There are inherent contradictions in terms of the functions of the institution that 
Zimbabwe’s ruling elite (ZANU-PF) has exploited, capitalised on and its continued legitimacy in the eyes of 
the majority of Zimbabweans (Matyszak, 2011). The fact that it is provided for in the Constitution of 
Zimbabwe has been an additional source of strength if not endurance (Chatiza, 2008). As an institution, 
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traditional leaders have been willing and coerced state partners in controlling, ordering and developing 
spaces. 
 Politicians of all persuasions realised the substantial influence traditional leaders wield in rural Zimbabwe, 
most notably through mediums such as tribe, clan, totem, custom and tradition. Both before and after 
independence, politicians have sought the assistance of traditional leaders in order to influence the 
electoral and governance processes as indicated in the above cases. Traditional leaders are also best 
positioned to communicate programmes and ensure community participation in such programmes (Chatiza, 
2008). The colonial governments for example, made effective use of chiefs to mobilise the African people to 
participate in selected government programmes largely aimed at ensuring the people’s compliance with 
colonial rules (Makumbe, 2010). Political parties in government have tended to have an edge in rallying 
traditional leaders to their cause, be it during elections or in delivery of government programmes. 
Traditional leaders are an effective communication tool given their hierarchical nature (chiefs, headmen, 
village headmen). They are present in all parts of rural Zimbabwe, with the exception of commercial farming 
areas and mining regions (Matyszak, 2011). Their support is therefore invaluable. Though the law prevents 
them from participating in politics or, more specifically seeking elective office, they remain a major player in 
governance, especially at the local level. 
2.5.1 Duties of Traditional Authorities 
The Chiefs and Headmen Act 1982 [Chapter 29:01] stripped traditional authorities of most powers they had 
prior to independence in 1980. The Act excluded Village Headmen from rural governance and allocated 
only three functions of a customary nature to chiefs and headmen. Powers at district and sub-district levels 
were transferred to elected officials in the District Council and in the Vidcos and Wadcos. This new 
arrangement created tension and role conflict in communal areas (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). Traditional 
leaders, despite being legally stripped of their functions, such as allocation of land and resolving customary 
law disputes, continued to carry out these functions. Local people recognised them as community leaders 
and accorded them the status they had always had. Conflicts arose with the elected councillors on the 
control of rural areas. The Rukuni Commission of 1994 on land tenure recommended the need to 
harmonise traditional and elective offices. The Traditional Leaders Act 2000 [Chapter 29:17] was thus a 
process to harmonise these structures at grassroots level. The functions of Chiefs were increased from 3 to 
22 and Headmens’ functions from 3 to 11. The Act also recognised Village Heads and allocated them 16 
functions. The Minister of Local Government retains overall authority over traditional leaders as, among 
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other powers indicated in Section 49 of the Traditional Leaders Act, he “may, by written notice, give to the 
Chiefs, Headmen and Village Heads such directions of a general character as to the policy they must 
observe in the exercise of their functions as appear to the Minister necessary in the national interest.” 
2.5.1.1. Chief 
A chief shall be responsible within his area of jurisdiction for: 
(a) Performing the functions pertaining to the office of a chief as the traditional head of the community 
under his jurisdiction, 
(b) Promoting and upholding cultural values among members of the community under his jurisdiction, 
particularly the preservation of the extended family and the promotion of traditional family life, 
(c) Carrying out, in accordance with Part IX, the functions of a chief in relation to provincial 
assemblies, the Council and the overall leadership of his area, 
(d) Supervising headmen and village heads in the performance of their duties, 
(e) Discharging any functions conferred upon him in terms of the Customary Law and Local Courts Act 
[Chapter 7:05], 
(f) Overseeing the collection by village heads of levies, taxes, rates and charges payable in terms of 
the RDCs Act [Chapter 29: 13], 
(g) Ensuring that communal land is allocated in accordance with Part 111 of the Communal Land Act 
[Chapter 20:04] and ensure that the requirements of any enactment in force for the use and 
occupation of communal or resettlement land are observed, 
(h) Preventing any unauthorised settlement or use of any land, 
(i) Notifying the RDC of any intended disposal of a homestead and the permanent departure of any 
inhabitant from his area, 
(j) Approving nominations by headmen of village heads for appointment in terms of this Act, 
(k) Ensuring that public property, including roads and bridges, telephone and electricity lines, dip tanks 
and animal health centres, clinics, churches, schools and related establishments are not damaged, 
destroyed or misused by the inhabitants or their livestock, 
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(l) Taking charge of traditional and related administrative matters in resettlement areas, including 
nominating persons for appointment as headmen by the Minister, and 
(m) Promoting the maintenance of good standards of health and education in his area, 
(n) Notifying the RDC for the area concerned, as soon as is reasonably practicable, of the outbreak of 
any epidemic or prevailing disease, flood or other natural or unnatural disaster affecting the 
inhabitants, livestock, crops, the land, flora or fauna in his area, 
(o) Liaising  and assisting development committees established in terms of the RDC Act in all matters 
relating to the planning and implementation of local development programmes; and 
(p) Under the direction of the District Administrator or the Rural District Council, as the case maybe, 
assisting drought and famine relief agencies in coordinating relief and related matters in his area. 
Of these powers, the control over who resides within his jurisdiction is probably one of the more significant. 
The actual allocation of communal land is done by the relevant RDC in accordance with the Communal 
Land Act. However, every person who, in terms of local customs and traditions, is entitled to reside on 
communal land in a particular place, and has maintained a homestead there, may continue to do so in 
accordance with this Act, notwithstanding that he may be residing elsewhere (Makumbe, 1998). The Chief, 
as indicated above, is the guardian of the “customs and traditions.” The Chiefs’ powers in this regard have 
been abused to evict MDC supporters from villages in several instances, suggesting that ZANU-PF’s policy 
of co-opting Chiefs has been at least partially successful (www.rohrzimbabwe.org). This policy has been 
pursued by leaving ultimate authority over traditional leaders and structures with the central government, 
through the restoration of powers to the Chiefs (which can be used against political opponents). For 
example, Chiefs at one point received non-taxable allowances 15 times higher than those of Ward 
Councillors in addition to benefits from the rural electrification programme and subsidised vehicles 
(Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). The effect has been to elevate the status of Chiefs above that of elected 
councillors and this has exacerbated existing tensions between elected officials and traditional leaders. 
This policy continues to the present and the Chiefs’ demand for acknowledgement of their elevated status 
has been accorded recognition by the Ministry of Local Government. In 2010, an official in the Ministry of 
Local Government, Rural and Urban Development explained the distribution of vehicles to Chiefs in the 
following way: 
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“Chiefs made the demands for twin cabs, saying it is the only way of restoring their status and that 
they cannot be seen driving single cabs when Members of Parliament (MPs) are driving twin cabs.” 
(The Standard 10.10.10). 
The Ministry official was supported by a Chief from Matabeleland South Province who indicated that: 
“It was long overdue. We are more important than MPs and we cannot be seen to be lesser to 
them.” 
Vice-President of Zimbabwe Joice Mujuru also emphasised the status of Chiefs, stating in an address to 
them at their annual conference in Kariba in October 2010 that: 
“Chiefs are not ordinary people. You are the tower lights of our culture and the icons of our 
identity.” (The Herald 01.10.10). 
2.5.1.2 Headmen 
Headmen are appointed by the Minister of Local Government, who must appoint nominees selected by the 
Chief in terms of Section 9 “unless in the opinion of the Minister there are good reasons to the contrary.” 
The procedure for the removal of a Headman from office is identical to that in the case of Chiefs; save to 
say that the action taken in this regard is by the Minister rather than the President. The Headmen assist the 
Chiefs to carry out their duties and have identical powers in many respects, though exercised at ward level. 
Currently there are 449 Headmen in Zimbabwe (Zimbabwe Institute, 2010). Their duties are enshrined in 
Section 9 of the Traditional Leaders Act and include: 
(a) To carry out all lawful and reasonable orders given by the Chief; 
(b) To oversee, through the ward assembly, the disposal of settlement rights in Communal Land and 
the admission of new settlers in the area under him; 
(c) To recommend to the Chief persons for appointment as village heads and, where appropriate, to 
recommend their removal from office; 
(d) To keep an up-to-date register of the villages and Village Heads under him and to keep the Chief 
and the Rural District Council informed of any changes to the register; 
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(e) To discharge any functions conferred upon him in terms of the Customary Law and Local Courts 
Act; 
(f) To enforce all environmental conservation and planning laws, including local field boundaries, on 
behalf of the Chief, the RDC and the State. 
2.5.1.3 Village Heads 
Village Heads assist the Headmen and Chiefs. They are appointed by the Permanent Secretary in the 
Ministry of Local Government, who must appoint nominees selected by the Headmen unless in the opinion 
of the Secretary there are good reasons to the contrary (Section 8(1) and 8(2) of the Traditional Leaders 
Act). Currently there are 24 000 Village Heads (Zimbabwe Institute, 2010). The procedure for removal of a 
Village Head from office is identical to that in the case of Headmen. Some of their duties are as follows: 
(a) To lead his village in all traditional, customary and cultural matters and to promote sound morals 
and good social conduct among members of his village; 
(b) To maintain an up-to-date register of names of the inhabitants of his village; 
(c) To carry out all lawful and reasonable orders of the Chief or Headman; 
(d) Subject to the Communal Land Act, to consider, in accordance with the customs and traditions of 
his community, requests for settlement by new settlers into the village and, in consultation with the 
village assembly, to make recommendations on the matter to the ward assembly; 
(e) To collect levies, taxes and other charges payable in terms of the Rural District Councils Act; 
(f) To preside over the village assembly; 
(g) To produce in consultation with the village assembly, village development plans for his area and to 
submit them to the ward assembly; 
(h) To preside over the village development committee, to coordinate its work and to submit the 
resolutions and plans of that committee to the village assembly for consideration and, where appropriate, 
implementation. 
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2.5.2 Traditional Leadership and Rural Women 
As discussed above, the institution of traditional leadership encompasses chiefs, headmen and village 
heads together with their Council of Elders. By tradition most of these leaders are male. Currently there are 
270 chiefs in Zimbabwe and only four of them are women (Community Law Centre, 2010). Since 
independence male reaction to legislation that sought to change the status of women has reflected their 
concern to maintain the status quo within the family and control over women’s labour and sexuality. Men 
have always wanted to keep intact institutionalised values and practices that would continue to keep 
women within their subordinate position – silent and disempowered. Traditional African culture played an 
important role in limiting women to restricted social roles and operating mainly as wives, daughters and 
mothers (Mungwini, 2007). Venturing outside these prescribed social spaces attracted criticism and scorn 
from both males and other women who had remained adherents of the traditional order. The traditional 
leaders have therefore contributed in a great way in the subjugation of women. Colonialism initially 
destabilised pre-colonial gender relations through education, migration, urbanisation and religious 
conversions, which saw women exiting the patrilineal relationships (Cheater, 1986; Schmidt, 1992; Kesby, 
1999). The colonial government and patrilineages co-operated to subdue women and reassert patrilineal 
control. Women were boxed into a status of permanent legal minority that increased their dependence on 
men (Schmidt, 1992; Barnes, 1997). 
A contentious issue that has characterised the debate on traditional leadership and women is whether the 
empowerment of women would not result in the disempowerment of men. However, while in a broader 
sense women’s empowerment is aimed at not only changing the nature and direction of forces (both legal 
and institutional) that marginalise women but also at revisiting perceptions of customs and culture which 
perpetuate the subordination of women and the girl child, most conservative men view it as a threat to the 
status quo (Paradza, 2010). Research has shown that rural areas in Zimbabwe abound with such kinds of 
men (Mungwini, 2007; Paradza, 2010). Many traditional leaders being thrust to the fore to champion the 
restoration of traditional cultural values, morality and custom that formed the bedrock of social organisation 
and life in indigenous pre-colonial societies are taking the opportunity to reassert male dominance and 
control (Mungwini, 2007). 
2.6 Role of Other Institutions in Local Government 
It is imperative to analyse the role that other institutions and actors in local government play. These 
institutions and actors should be viewed as major cogs in a larger wheel that require other cogs to ensure 
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true representation, participation, efficiency and effectiveness in the fulfillment of their mandate. RDCs do 
not operate in a vacuum, but in an environment that is designed to accommodate other stakeholders and 
actors. In terms of institutional and human actors, the rural scene is a crowded arena. Local governance is 
a broader concept and is defined as the formulation and execution of collective action at the local level 
(Machingauta, 2010). Thus, it encompasses the direct and indirect roles of formal institutions of local 
government and government hierarchies, as well as the roles of informal norms, networks, community 
organisations, and neighbourhood associations in pursuing collective action by defining the framework for 
citizen-citizen and citizen-state interactions, collective decision-making, and delivery of local public services 
(Shah, 2006). 
Local governance, therefore, includes the diverse objectives of vibrant living, working, and environmentally 
preserved self-governing communities (Robino, 2009). Good local governance is not just about providing a 
range of local services but also about preserving the life and liberty of residents, creating space for 
democratic participation and civic dialogue, supporting market-led and environmentally sustainable local 
development, and facilitating outcomes that enrich the quality of life of residents (Shah, 2006). According to 
Atkinson (2002: 2) “governance” is a broader term than “government” in that it encompasses the 
environment in which government, the institutions, functions as well as its relationships with outside 
stakeholders. These external stakeholders include the electorate, the public, consumers of services and 
other non-state actors. It is therefore the function of government to ensure that all of these stakeholders are 
taken into account when performing the functions of government. The scope of governance therefore goes 
beyond the technical (service delivery aspects) and the political dimensions to civil society empowerment. 
The subject of rural women’s representation and participation in local governance has received much 
attention from these institutions. The presence of many Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), donor 
agencies, Community-Based Organisations (CBOs), women organisations, the private sector, and NGOs 
interested in assisting women at the local level is valuable for creating rights awareness, undertaking needs 
identification and implementing development interventions. 
2.6.1 Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) 
This section is concerned in the ways in which the growth and visibility of civil society have impacted on 
local government in Zimbabwe. The intention is to show how and whether civil society has had a positive 
role with regard to constraining state excesses, articulating public opinion, and self-provisioning, as is often 
espoused in the literature (Bangura, 1999; Phillips, 1995) particularly in the light of changes in the role of 
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the state and growing participation of social actors in traditional state activities (Mungate, 1993; Ackerman, 
2004). Of concern in this analysis is illuminating whether civil society has aided or obstructed sound local 
governance in Zimbabwe. CSOs are important partners of local government by virtue of their provision of 
technical expertise and financial resources. 
The government of Zimbabwe defines local governance as “a variety of institutions and processes of 
government and non-government which collectively determine the way political and administrative 
decisions are made and implemented within a locality” (Government of Zimbabwe, 1996). This definition 
acknowledges the role that CSOs, such as NGOs have in local governance. Ackerman (2004) defines 
CSOs as “a range of organised groupings that occupy the public space between the state and individual 
citizens.” Olsen, Tidemand and Steffensen (2007) define CSOs as all formal and informal private 
(nongovernmental and non-confessional), non-profit organisations which are self-initiated and have a 
voluntary membership. A functionally decentralised local government system is of particular importance to 
the flourishing of a strong civil society. Similarly, a strong civil society is an important prerequisite to any 
meaningful, vibrant, democratic, and decentralised governance system (Mungate, 1993). 
Civil society institutions and structures play an important role in placing pressure on politicians and other 
government institutions to support women’s entry into decision-making positions and, once in office 
supporting the advancement of a gender equality agenda in the policy-making arenas. Civil society also 
contributes greatly to developing a cultural environment that is favourable to gender equality. The 
possibilities for women to participate in this way increase where there is executive support for civil society 
involvement in politics. For example, in participatory budget processes where the local population 
participates in deciding how a local authority budget should be spent. A parallel process can also be the 
institution of gender-sensitive budgeting, which aims to ensure that policy commitments are matched by 
resource allocations (Mungate, 1993). 
CSOs are formed by citizens to pursue their social, political and economic interests (associational life). 
Although they are regulated, they are neither formed nor controlled by the state or the private sector from 
which they maintain operational independence tempered by strategic linkages and partnerships (Charlick, 
2001; Chatiza, 2008). Globally, the influence of civil society in national development became more 
noticeable from the 1990s. In the context of Africa, such growth has been focused on reforming the welfare 
state. However, the importance of associational life generally, and in terms of participation in governance in 
Zimbabwe, is not an exclusive post–independence development. Kriger (1992) notes that social 
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movements were mobilised to participate in the liberation struggle, reflecting not just their existence but 
also their activity before independence. Civil society, as NGOs, voluntary associations, groups, solidarity 
networks, and faith-based organisations, membership and professional bodies, social movements, labour 
and farmers’ unions, political parties and employer groupings, have a long history in Zimbabwe (Chatiza, 
2008). 
Local government is the tier of government closest to civil society and as such holds opportunities for 
locally organised women. However, local state-society relations can also lead to ambiguous outcomes, with 
access to resources and decision-making being retained by existing power holders at the expense of the 
advancement of women’s participation (Beal, 2005). In the context of the enthusiasm for civil society in 
recent years, decentralisation has been popular on the assumption that it offers more opportunities for the 
engagement of civil society with the state (Reilly, 1995; Douglas and Friedman, 1998). CSOs complement 
local government roles as service providers, but in addition, they “act as pressure points” that compel local 
governments to be more efficient and effective in delivering local goods and services. The synergy between 
decentralisation and civil society structures could pave way for empowering people and communities 
(Gonzalez, 2000). Since empowerment takes place at the local level, such engagement is expected to 
involve groups and individuals that are more representative of the population. 
Civil society involvement in development activities generally and local governance specifically arises from a 
general concern with enhancing participation and representation. The conceptions of representation and 
participation are based on the principle of subsidiarity that informs the focus of their work. A measure of 
siding with the poor, and a generalisable commitment to the democratisation process, has resulted in 
central government’s considering civil society as oppositional, especially after the 2000 constitutional 
referendum when civil society sponsored the rejection of the draft Constitution (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). 
Apart from the use of violence to disrupt civil society operations, a major policy response came in 2003 
when the Government of Zimbabwe introduced the “Policy of Operations of Non-Governmental 
Organisations in Humanitarian and Developmental Assistance in Zimbabwe” (Government of Zimbabwe, 
2003). The policy defined civil society registration, civil society-local government interactions, and the public 
works approach to food assistance, and reporting structures for CSOs. This was followed by a draft NGO 
Bill in 2004, which NGOs under the leadership of their umbrella body, the National Association of NGOs 
(Nango), robustly resisted (Chatiza, 2010). 
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Farmer organisations such as the Zimbabwe Farmers Union (ZFU) and the Zimbabwe Tobacco Growers 
Association (ZTGA) have also acted to shape citizens’ interaction with local government and traditional 
institutions around land, marketing, infrastructural development, and general governance of rural 
development processes. Councillors and traditional leaders have found themselves competing for citizen 
loyalty with the leaders of these organisations. Such conflicts have also strained local government capacity, 
exposing structural weaknesses in the system (Mandondo, 2000). 
2.6.2 Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) 
NGOs play a vital role in the shaping and implementation of participatory democracy. Their credibility lies in 
the responsible and constructive role they play in society. NGOs have come up with and implemented 
activities in local authorities. In some cases they have become a de facto part of local public administration 
as some communities’ requests for assistance are referred to them (Chatiza, 2008). NGOs have also been 
viewed as alternative or substitute service providers in health, education, and agriculture, which 
occasionally come into effect as part of the privatisation policy (Fisher, 1997). Zimbabwe boasts of an 
extensive NGO network, the success of which in poverty alleviation has been through micro-credit 
schemes. Organisations such as Plan International, CARE International, Christian Care, World Vision and 
the Sustainable Agriculture Trust are the most dominant in the rural areas of Zimbabwe. They have 
supported activities of youth and women’s groups to engage with their local authorities. The partnerships 
have also enabled transfer of skills from the NGOs to their partner councils. They have also partnered or 
materially supported public sector organisations to enable them to deliver on their mandates (Chatiza, 
2008). Africa Community Publishing Development Trust (ACPDT) and Lower Guruve Development 
Association (LGDA) are some of the organisations that have engaged in issues with a bearing on rural 
women and the development of sound local governance. What is important is that these organisations have 
also included advocacy and capacity-building activities in their programmes. In the process, considerable 
investments have gone into social mobilisation into the project committees. Some of these project 
committees have been established into Community-Based Organisations (CBOs) (ACPDT, 2002).  
There are other more localised as well as national organisations that work to articulate people’s social and 
economic rights, promote access to decision-making structures, and broadly work to foster 
democratisation. In becoming the “alternative voice or substitute service providers” or “authentic voice” of 
the poor (Panday, 2008), a few radical and moderate NGOs in Zimbabwe have mobilised their members 
and the rural poor through their voter education programmes. In the 2008 harmonised elections, the 
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Zimbabwe Election Support Network (ZESN) coordinated voter awareness programme workshops across 
the whole country. These workshops contributed to the impressive voter turnout of over 65% (ZESN, 2008). 
However, these voter education programmes were criticised by ZANU-PF. It perceived that NGO 
involvement in politics was a violation of its own jurisdiction. It also argued that the role of NGOs should be 
limited only to developmental activities (Chatiza, 2008).  
2.6.3 Donor Agencies 
Most of the donor agencies, including the United Nations as well as bilateral donors such the Canadian 
International Development Agency (CIDA), the Danish International Development Agency (Danida), the 
Norwegian Development Agency (Norad), the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) and the 
United States Agency for International Development (USAid) provide funds to promote gender equality and 
related programmes and projects (Panday, 2008). There is some evidence that states with weak 
bureaucracies are more responsive to demands for gender equality, and possibly more influenced by 
international norms (Goetz, 1995; Sikoska and Kardam, 2001). Research carried out by Goetz (1995) in 
Uganda stated that gender-related goals had been employed effectively in states having weaker 
bureaucracies. Furthermore, she pointed out that these states might have been influenced by international 
norms (Goetz, 1995). Since donor states set priorities and identify the type of programmes to be chosen for 
implementation, the true extent of government interest and determination to implement projects remains in 
doubt even when gender-related projects have been accepted by them.  
On the other hand, various donor agencies, such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF), have taken the issue of gendered governance as a priority objective. For instance, although the 
World Bank is mainly an economic institution and expected to maintain political impartiality, the belief that 
‘good governance is essential for development’ is gaining importance within it and it is widely accepted that 
to ensure good governance, women’s political representation and participation must be assured (Panday, 
2008: 46). Donors build links with women’s organisations and NGOs through networking, information 
building, consultation, conferences, and workshops in order to promote gender issues within their political 
agenda. Occasionally, donors provide funds to these organisations to carry out gender-related projects 
where their ideas are reflected (Sikoska and Kardam, 2001).  
2.6.4 Community-Based Organisations (CBOs) 
CBOs have been given different names in different places. These include “community development 
associations”, “neighbourhood councils” and “united community” among others (Biddle and Biddle, 1968; 
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Agbola, 1998). Bratton (1989) views CBOs as those small and intimate membership organisations run by 
members themselves, and relying on limited amounts of primarily local resources. CBOs are set up by the 
collective efforts of indigenous people of homogeneous or heterogeneous attributes but living or working 
within the same environment. Their coming together creates conditions which broaden the base of 
selfgovernance and diffusion of power through a wider circle of the population (Adeyemo, 2002). They are 
seen as voluntary, non-profit, non-governmental and highly localised or neighbourhood institutions whose 
membership is placed on equal level and whose main goal is the improvement of the social and economic 
well-being of every member (Abegunde, 2004). CBOs are localised institutions in that their spheres of 
influence hardly extend beyond their immediate communities or neighbourhood. They are non-profit and 
non-governmental because all members contribute economically towards the fulfillment of their 
responsibilities to the immediate environment and do not depend on government before fulfilling them. 
Benefits accrued from members’ contributions to the associations are shared accordingly with fairness. 
They are concerned with the development problems of and development programmes and projects in their 
various areas. They respond to community-felt needs rather than market demand or pressure (Esman and 
Uphoff, 1984). 
The failure of the government’s top-down approach and lack of involvement of the people at the grassroots 
in the bottom-up strategy have weakened the confidence of the public in central government. Communities 
therefore seek solace in indigenous institutions which put pressure on government for attention to 
development problems in their communities and undertake development programmes and projects that 
they observe are very needful in their immediate communities. CBOs are associated with self-help. They 
constitute the media for resources mobilisation to confront local challenges. CBOs open ways for 
participation at grassroots level. They involve the local and indigenous people in the identification of their 
local needs and conception formulation and implementation of any project in order to develop the 
necessary self-reliance and self-confidence in their immediate environment (Panday, 2008). 
According to Gow and Morss, 1981; White, 1986; De Beer and Swanepoel, 1998, CBOs play the following 
important roles in the development process of communities: 
(a) Acting as channels for governmental and non-governmental attempts at development; 
(b) Linking the local people with outside organisations to enable the flow of inputs to their development 
efforts; 
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(c) Mobilising the local people to play their proper role in community development; 
(d) Providing a basis for development, as they are building an organisation and bringing the 
community together around mutual concerns and needs; 
(e) Carrying out community development in their rural settings; and 
(f) Assisting in overcoming individual financial handicaps that are likely to derail projects needing 
capital and other inputs. 
2.6.5 The Private Sector 
The role of the private sector in local governance is diverse. On the one hand, the private sector acts as an 
investor and financier to development. This is part of its normal role and is based on market and profit 
considerations. On the other hand, some private enterprises within the private sector consider that they 
have a corporate community responsibility which involves them in donating time, funds and other resources 
to the community and to rural development. The private sector is, however, silent when it comes to the 
participation of rural women in local governance. Some of the activities in which the private sector is 
involved in the RDCs are: 
(a) Indirect support to rural development: This involves joining NGOs or CBOs and possibly providing 
grants or donations to them. In Zimbabwe this has been apparent in the environment and 
agriculture field (Mandondo, 2000). Many enterprises join government agencies such as the 
Environment Management Agency (EMA), or regional bodies such as the Zambezi Society and 
Campfire in protecting the environment. 
(b) Competitions and sponsorship: where organisations act in a dual capacity by marketing 
themselves and assisting communities. Seed companies such as Seed-Co and Pannar, for 
example, have been providing comparatively rich prizes for peasant farmers in national 
competitions. 
(c) Direct support: examples are commercial farmers, conservancies and other organisations 
supporting the building of schools, bridges, roads and clinics in rural areas. Other examples are the 
provision of products or expertise to relieve situations such as drought or natural hazards. 
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(d) Special loans or other support: this includes provision of special help to local communities, for 
example companies such as the Cotton Company of Zimbabwe (Cottco) and Cargill, which provide 
support to peasant farmers. 
2.6.6 Political Parties 
Irrespective of the electoral system pattern, the form of ballot used, or the rate of legislature turnover, it is 
the “will of political parties” that finally decides the selection of female candidates (Beckwith, 1992). Hence, 
political parties are the real gatekeepers to elected office since they are responsible for the recruitment, 
selection, and election of candidates (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; Norris, 1996). They play a critical role 
in advancing or impeding women’s representation and participation in decision-making bodies. The two 
main political parties in Zimbabwe are Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) and 
Movement for Democratic Change-Tsvangirai (MDC-T). These political parties have a definite influence on 
local elections and the political organisation of RDCs. The election of councillors is usually done along 
political party lines, with a majority of candidates being sponsored by these two main political parties. They 
have become an established feature of local political systems. It is a common cause and accepted practice 
that members of RDCs who belong to the same political party can caucus to predetermine how to debate 
and vote on major issues to be discussed in councils (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). Sanctions are also 
imposed on members who renege from an agreed party position. 
While some parties are well aware of women’s political under-representation and adopt initiatives to ensure 
greater female participation, other parties seem to be less enthusiastic. Moreover, initiatives can take the 
form of quotas, target numbers, or affirmative action measures. According to Caul (1999), centralisation is 
one of the three aspects of party organisational structure that may influence women’s representation.  The 
other two aspects are institutionalisation and the location of candidate nomination. Centralisation depicts 
control over the decision-making process within policy hierarchy. The leader can create opportunities for 
women when a party is highly centralised. Thus, it is considered to be a matter of having the will to promote 
women candidates. Moreover, it is easier to hold centralised parties accountable for women‘s political 
integration (Caul, 1999). On the other hand, Norris (1993) expressed that women are offered increased 
access to participate in electoral politics due to the emergence of new parties and a fragmented multiparty 
system. 
The local government system in Zimbabwe can be regarded as a party-based government, given that local 
representation and participation has been reduced from broad ideals of citizen empowerment and 
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involvement to a narrow focus on party loyalty and party interest (Zimbabwe Institute, 2005). Copus (2004: 
3) introduces the concept of a “party person” who is first and foremost loyal to the party and all of his or her 
activities are concerned with serving party interests. A problem of representation and participation in 
Zimbabwe has arisen as parties are not concerned with local interests, thereby “deterring many well 
qualified potential candidates (women) from seeking local office and subjugating the needs of the 
community to the needs of the party” (Copus, 2004: 1). He further states that: 
“Political parties have little or no loyalty to recognisable local communities as such. Rather they are 
concerned with capturing control of a council – a specific local government unit, the boundaries of 
which are more likely to be drawn for administrative convenience and to meet technocratic and 
managerial needs, rather than reflect communities of place. It is power and the control of those 
units, more than community representation that interest political parties.” (Copus, 2004:7). 
2.6.7 Local Government Associations 
Local government associations are key institutions responsible for serving and representing the interests of 
their members. They advocate on their behalf with the central government and in some cases building their 
administrative and management capacity and acting as a hub of knowledge on local governance. They also 
play an important role in strengthening national and local policies, institutional and legal frameworks that 
support democratic local governance. 
The Zimbabwe Local Government Association (Zilga) is a national association which comprises the Urban 
Councils Association of Zimbabwe (UCAZ) and the Association of Rural District Councils of Zimbabwe 
(ARDCZ). In 2010, the Association drafted a Gender Policy to assist local authorities to mainstreaming 
gender in their programmes and activities by: 
(a) Crystallising all past efforts on gender mainstreaming in local government; and 
(b) Ensuring a more structured, systematic and lasting way of engendering local government 
structures. 
Functionally, Zilga was set up to bring together councils to approach local government issues from a 
common point: Their main functions are to: 
(a) Lobby government, legislators and relevant organisations on local governance issues; 
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(b) Research in challenging and key policy areas; 
(c) Promote good management and organisational practices; 
(d) Initiate programmes in such areas as capacity building, gender mainstreaming, civic education and 
community participation; 
(e) Facilitate the development of partnership, networking and international cooperation (twinning 
arrangements); and 
(f) Represent members in national, regional and international local government platforms. 
The Zilga Gender Policy aims to promote gender equality and equity by increasing the participation of 
women in leadership positions and access to resources. According to the policy, this will be achieved by 
“developing gender sensitivity amongst all councils, councillors and local government staff.” Women’s equal 
participation in decision-making is not only a demand for justice and democracy, but is a necessary 
condition for women’s needs and priorities to be reflected in planning and service delivery by local 
government. The Gender Policy will assist Zilga and all councils to reorient some traditions and the 
stereotyping of women which contrive to reinforce inequality, exclusion, and gender-neutral policies which 
fail to address practical gender needs (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
The UCAZ and ARDCZ are the most relevant in the debate on local governance. These two associations 
are provided for in the Urban Councils Act and the Rural District Councils Act. UCAZ was formed in 1923, 
while ARDCZ was established in 1993. The two initiated a process of creating one local government 
association in 2005, which culminated in the formation of Zilga in 2010. ARDCZ and UCAZ facilitate 
consolidation of policy issues among their members, and engage stakeholders pursuant to the promotion of 
sound local governance.  They have been very actively involved in research, training and advocacy with a 
view to strengthening the local governance system in Zimbabwe (Chatiza, 2010). The work of these two 
associations has been directly supported by a number of local and international development organisations. 
For example in 1998 the two organisations managed to host the conference of the International Union of 
Local Authorities (IULA). 
Local government associations are key institutions responsible for serving and representing the interests of 
their members – advocating on their behalf with higher orders of government, in some cases building their 
administrative and management capacity, and acting as a hub of knowledge on local governance. They 
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also have an important role in strengthening national and sub-national policies, institutional and legal 
frameworks that support democratic local governance. 
2.6.8 Communal Areas Management Programme for Indigenous Resources (Campfire) 
Campfire was initiated with the main goal of alleviating poverty in peripheral rural areas of Zimbabwe that 
have an abundance of wildlife for their own local development (Logan and Moseley, 2001; Vorlaufer, 2002). 
The programme’s central objective is to alleviate rural poverty by giving rural communities autonomy over 
natural resource management and to demonstrate to them that wildlife is not necessarily a hindrance to 
arable agriculture but “a resource that could be managed and ‘cultivated’ to provide food and income” 
(Logan and Moseley, 2001: 1). The Parks and Wildlife Act [Chapter 20:14] accords appropriate authority 
status to RDCs, giving them the power to conserve and dispose of wild animals in their area. Campfire was 
formed in 1989 to promote community-based natural resources management (Murphree, 1997). It operates 
with the support of the Zimbabwe National Parks and Wildlife Authority (ZNPWA), and brings together 36 of 
the 61 RDCs with appropriate authority status for the management of wildlife. Appropriate status empowers 
districts to enter into agreements with private sector wildlife operators, retain the revenue, and devolve it to 
those wards and villages which produce wildlife.  
Campfire has also diversified to include the management of other natural resources such as grass, timber, 
and indigenous fruits, eco-tourism, fisheries, bee keeping, timber logging and crafts. The focus is on 
sustainable utilisation of wildlife resources and preserving of cultural heritage. Communities in resource-rich 
RDCs like Guruve and Mbire in Mashonaland Central Province have generated significant revenue to 
improve their livelihoods. Primary and secondary schools have been constructed, boreholes drilled, and 
agricultural inputs have been procured, among other benefits. RDCs have directly benefited from wildlife 
proceeds and timber logging. Campfire as a programme generated interest among communities to manage 
their natural resources and also have brought much-needed revenue to RDCs (Chakaipa, 2010). 
2.6.9 Women’s Organisations 
There is a large body of literature concerning the role of women’s organisations in developing countries 
(Panday, 2008). This suggests that women’s organisations contribute to the process of development in 
various ways such as: 
(a) Addressing the people’s needs through self-help or service provision. Studies have found that the 
majority of such organisations initially form to address issues such as nutrition, food distribution, 
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education and shelter (Moser, 1993; Carr, 1996; Schroder, 2000). This has contributed in the 
improvement of standards of living for women. 
(b) Women’s organisations provide a means of empowerment. The Pacific Institute for Women’s 
Health (PIWH) evaluated the impact of the Global Fund for Women, a California-based 
organisation that offers small grants to women’s organisations around the world. The evaluation 
team found that the participation in these organisations benefit individual members in terms of 
selfesteem and confidence (Andina and Pilsbury, 1997). Moreover, women’s organisations 
contribute to collective empowerment and press for increased respect for women’s rights. 
(c) They contribute to the democratisation process. According to Karl (1995: 19) “Women’s 
organisations are one of the principal means through which women participate in the life of society. 
While women are poorly represented in political bodies and power structures, they have learnt to 
use other avenues to turn their aspirations into political action.” Women’s organisations help 
women make political demands and strengthen grassroots organisations. According to a diminutive 
body of literature on gender and conflict, women’s organisations serve several functions which 
include: 
(a) Strengthening the grassroots organisational capacity and the democratic culture at the micro level 
during or after wars; 
(b) Instigating a transition to peaceful democracy; 
(c) Providing a means for collective action to advocate for women’s rights during and after wars; and 
(d) Increasing women’s participation in political processes at the local, national and international levels 
(Jacquette, 1994; Goetz, 1995; Greenberg, 1997; Panday, 2008). As such, they can be a useful 
mechanism in mobilising women to advocate for change. However, not every organisational effort 
contributes to political change, nor do all women’s organisations empower women. Sometimes 
tensions and rivalries within and among women’s organisations can weaken these goals. Women’s 
organisations are just one of the many means through which positive change and reforms can be 
facilitated. 
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2.7 The Historical Context of the Women’s Movement in Zimbabwe 
The earliest form of the women’s movement in Zimbabwe was linked to missionary activities and the 
Church (Schmidt, 1992). The women’s fellowship movement had taken hold in Zimbabwe by 1919. The 
primary aim of these groups was to teach African women about God. However, secondary aims included 
teaching African women on how to maintain a home that measured up to Christian standards of cleanliness 
(Ziyambi, 1997). Schmidt (1992: 145) further notes that: 
“The Victorian ideals of a virtuous wife, selfless mother, tidy, and industrious housekeeper were 
the goal for which all African women should be taught to strive.”  
This concept of women’s groups was spread to outside the church in the form of local and communitybased 
women’s groups which also aimed at improving women’s skills in home management and in the production 
of handicrafts (Ziyambi, 1997). These notions of the subservient and industrious woman found resonance 
within traditional African culture. As a result, the collusion of white and black patriarchy resulted in the 
formulation and codification of the legal system known today as Customary Law. This codified law came to 
mediate relations between black men and women through the colonial judiciary system. Under customary 
law, a black woman remained a legal minor all her life under the custodianship of her father, husband or 
eldest son as her life progressed from childhood, to marriage, widowhood or old age (Ziyambi, 1997). 
A quick historical overview shows that during the pre- and post-independence periods, women became 
increasingly more conscious of their position in society and the need to address the inequalities that 
existed. This is reflected by among other things the emergence before independence of the Zimbabwe 
Women’s Bureau, whose agenda included the legal status of African women as an issue (Makanje, Shaba 
and Win, 2004). During the struggle for independence, the liberation movements had women’s wings. 
Although they were more concerned with the immediate task of liberating the country from colonialism, 
there is evidence to show that women’s issues began to be considered in the 1970s in anticipation of the 
new socio-economic and political order that was to be created at independence (ZWRCN, 2001). 
Independence provided an environment in which the new thinking by women (the educated, the former 
freedom fighters, the rural and urban women who were exposed to different experiences on the role and 
participation of women) could be further developed (Gaidzanwa, 1992; Jirira, 1995). These groups of 
women put considerable pressure on the new government to reconsider the situation of women. The 
introduction of Zimbabwe onto the international scene through the Women’s Decade and the preparation 
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for the 1985 Nairobi Conference, created greater awareness among women (Gaidzanwa, 1992). The new 
openings for blacks on the job market and in the wider economy and indeed the general concern with 
development, brought to light women’s frustrations with their situation in society and highlighted the need 
for more legal rights, for competing with men for top jobs, access to land and credit and their own right, and 
the need for equality on a whole spectrum of issues (Mutandwa, 2001). 
Authors like Jahan (1995) and Verloo (2005) have argued that the women’s movements should take a 
central role in gender mainstreaming. This was seen as an “agenda-setting” role (Jahan, 1995: 126) which 
would promote the need for women in decision-making processes, and aims at a radical transformation of 
the development agenda recognising the agenda of women as a basis for these changes. As such, the 
women’s movements are seen as central actors in bringing about reorientation and transformation of 
mainstream policy-making processes.  
Women’s voice in Zimbabwe has grown in strength due to a significant increase in the number of women’s 
organisations. During the pre-independence period, a number of organisations were established with active 
support from urban elite groups, but none was able to mobilise public opinion and rights, in part because 
these organisations did not reach into the rural areas where the majority of the population lived and in part 
because the objectives of these organisations in furthering women’s issues were not unified (Khan, 1993). 
At the time of independence in 1980 there were a dozen women’s organisations, primarily based in urban 
areas and oriented towards welfare-related activities. Women’s formations, beginning in the late 1970s and 
into the 1980s, began asserting a new frame of politics that highlighted the multiple dimensions of power 
and oppression, including contestation in politics and self-determination alongside class, nationalist and 
anti-imperialist struggles. 
 By the early 1990s many changes had taken place. First, the number of these organisations had grown 
rapidly during this period. Second, these organisations shifted their emphasis from welfare to development, 
stressing the importance of enabling poor women to obtain access to credit, employment, income, literacy, 
healthcare and family planning. Third, these organisations had begun to expand their activities into rural 
areas and were mobilising rural women on a regular basis (Makanje, 2004). 
The renewed attention to women’s organising can be linked to a growing realisation of its unique location 
within social movements, in particular the critical and potent role it can play in political and social projects, 
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in revitalising social movements, and in deepening democracy in society at large. There are at least two 
related reasons behind such a role: 
 
First, the women’s movement forwards an encompassing conception of political engagement that spans 
“the personal and the political”, which confronts the question of power in both the reproductive and the 
productive spheres, underscoring the need to intervene in private and public arenas of political contention.  
Second, the women’s movement(s) cuts across and straddles various social movements, political blocs, 
sector-based organisations and ideological formations. As such, the women’s movement is able to capture 
a wide range of issues and struggles, which makes it well placed, theoretically speaking, to generate a 
sharper, more textured view of power inequalities and present a more comprehensive, holistic and inclusive 
framing of progressive political projects (Maranan, 2007). 
 
In this respect, the women’s movement(s) has the potential to become a pivotal force for democratic 
deepening and transformative politics, which will be significant not only within social movements but also, 
more importantly, in society at large. However, alongside such recognition is a need for a critical reflection 
on, for example, the kinds of political projects that can be agreed on. The historical time line below serves 
to indicate the origins and activities of the women’s movement during the pre- and post-independent 
Zimbabwe. This time line also indicates interesting developments in the evolution of NGOs working on 
gender issues with women. 
Table 2.2 Time Line of the Women’s Movement from 1970 – Present 
Period Organisation in existence/formed 
during this period 
Activities they were 
involved in 
Contextual factors 
1970-
1975 
Association of Women’s Clubs (AWCs), 
Young Women Christian Association 
(YWCA), localised societies, group 
savings, and Girl Guides, burial societies, 
women in political parties such as ZANU 
and ZAPU. 
Sewing, knitting, social 
welfare, home craft, 
hygiene, good wife skills, 
credit, home craft clubs. 
Some political activity for 
those in formal parties, 
religious and moral 
education 
-Liberation war era 
-Africans had already 
been dispossessed of 
land. 
-Increase in 
urbanisation of women 
(up to this period 
women were not 
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formally allowed to live 
in urban areas). 
-Very few NGOs in 
existence. 
1976-
1980 
-Most of the organisations present in the 
1970-1975 era were present here. 
 -Additional social organisations also 
included young women active in 
supporting the liberation war fighters. 
Women’s activities were 
diversified to include 
supporting the liberation 
war struggle. Women 
were more visible in 
politics. 
-The liberation struggle 
intensifies 
-Detention camp-type 
villages set up in rural 
areas to cut off support 
to liberation war 
fighters. 
-Women were used as 
carriers of messages 
and cooks for the 
freedom fighters. 
1980 Various international NGOs start coming 
into the country to promote ‘development’. 
Rural Development -Independence 
-Black women allowed 
to acquire national 
identity documents and 
granted the right to vote 
for the first time. 
-The start of the 
development era, 
largely state-driven. 
1981-
1985 
Zimbabwe Women Bureau (ZWB), 
Women’s Action Group (WAG), Ministry of 
Women, Cooperatives, Zimbabwe 
National Family Planning Council 
(ZNFPC), farmers’ unions. 
Economic empowerment 
(income-generating 
projects), community 
health and primary health 
care, family planning, 
adult literacy, black 
women starting their own 
-Euphoria of 
independence and 
plenty of good will. 
-Legal reforms 
concerning the status of 
women passed to 
include: 
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organisations, community 
development and visible 
projects, UN Women’s 
Conference in Nairobi. 
-Legal Age of Majority 
Act, giving black 
women majority status 
for the first time, 
-Sex Disqualification 
Act, Equal Pay 
Regulations and 
Matrimonial Causes 
Act. 
-People and 
government seemingly 
united for development 
purpose. 
-Language-
complementing 
government efforts 
-However, early 
indications that 
government is not 
committed to structural 
changes for women. 
-Launch of Women’s 
Action Group (WAG) 
-Internal disturbances in 
Matabeleland and 
Midlands provinces. 
Internal displacement 
and violations of 
women’s rights. 
-More opportunities for 
women to study open 
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up. 
-Creation of the Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs. 
1986-
1990 
Women’s decade, Women’s Action 
Support Network (WASN), Msasa Project, 
Women’s Law of Southern Africa (WLSA), 
formation of National Association of Non-
Governmental Organisations (Nango). 
Research and 
Documentation, focus 
was on legal rights, 
violence against women, 
and beginnings of work 
on HIV/AIDS. 
-Government abandons 
‘socialism’ 
-Women’s rights abuse 
worsening 
-Rise and worsening of 
HIV/AIDS. 
-Number of women in 
second parliament 
increases. 
-Zimbabwe’s economic 
decline begins. 
-Economic Structural 
Adjustment Programme 
(ESAP) starts. 
-Zimbabwe Congress of 
Trade Unions (ZCTU) 
begins to disengage 
from the government. 
1991-
1995 
ZimRights, Women in Business (WIB), 
Zimbabwe Women’s Resource Centre 
and Network (ZWRCN) 
More activities on legal 
rights. Focus on civil and 
political rights 
-HIV/AIDS situation 
worsens 
-ESAP and drought 
intensify poverty, 
especially in rural 
areas. 
-More donor money 
available for 
development. 
-Ministry of Community 
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Development and 
Women’s Affairs 
removed as part of 
ESAP state reforms. 
1996-
2000 
Girl Child Network (GCN) Indigenous 
Business Women of Zimbabwe (IBWO), 
women’s coalition, Amani Trust, 
Transparency International Zimbabwe 
(TIZ), Women’s Coalition 
Constitutional change 
processes. 
Civil and political rights 
work. 
Economic justice focus 
-Land grabbing and 
farm invasions 
-Parliamentary 
elections 
-Formation of the 
Movement for 
Democratic Change 
(MDC) party. 
-Ailing economy gets 
worse 
-Intensified political 
violence. 
-Formulation of a 
National Gender Policy 
-HIV/AIDS worsening 
need for welfare relief. 
2001 – 
present 
Zimbabwe Election Support Network 
(ZESN), Women in Politics Support Unit 
(WIPSU), Zimbabwe Civic Education 
Trust (ZIMCET), Women living with HIV/ 
AIDS, Women of Zimbabwe Arise 
(WOZA) 
Advocacy/policy 
influencing activities, 
increased networking 
among NGOs 
-Enactment of Public 
Order and Security Act 
(POSA) and Access to 
Information and 
Protection of Privacy 
Act (AIPPA) 
-Serious shortages of 
basic goods and 
services such as fuel, 
food, foreign currency 
-Introduction of the 
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NGO Bill. 
-Serious human rights 
violations 
-Migration: 
Zimbabweans going 
into the Diaspora 
-HIV/AIDS worsens 
-Collapse of the 
Zimbabwean economy 
 
Source: Makanje, Shaba and Win (2004).  
Modernisation of the African woman was a major colonial project. Religion, morals, good housewifery skills 
training, health and hygiene were the main subjects. In the 1970s, as African women came into towns in 
large numbers, fear of diseases and contagion increased the zeal around this project (Makanje, 2004). In 
the rural communities women were mobilised through Church Mothers’ Unions (CMU) as well as cookery 
and knitting clubs. Most of these were extensions of colonial institutions. The agenda and language of 
these initiatives was very clear: “Good wives are good Christians and are good natives.” These early 
formations of women were the forerunners of today’s very strong (numerically) women’s organisations in 
the country. Organisations such as Association of Women’s Clubs (AWC) and the Young Women’s 
Christian Association (YWMCA) which grew out of these early clubs, today command some of the largest 
organised and visible membership in the rural areas (Makanje, 2004).  
During the colonial period, major struggles for black women were centred on land and political power. By 
definition and by extension, women were excluded from these two issues because land is owned by men 
and belongs to the male heads and households. Thus women’s struggles could not have been around that 
(Paradza, 2010). Equally the struggle for self-rule and political power was seen as a man’s terrain. This 
trend continued until the early years of independence. The formation of Women’s Action Group (WAG) in 
1983 marked a turning point in the language, politics and ways of organising by women. From the late 
1970s up to the early ’80s, women’s movements focused on matters of social welfare. The marked change 
occurred during the armed struggle where women joined the liberation movements as combatants in their 
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own right. At the same time, women in rural areas supported the freedom fighters through the provision of 
food, shelter and security (Makanje, 2004). 
At independence, women’s participation in the liberation struggle was acknowledged and rewarded through 
the passing of various pieces of legislation such as the Legal Age of Majority Act – making black women 
majors under the law and able to vote and contest for elections for the first time; the Sex Disqualification 
Act – allowing women to hold public office; and the Equal Pay Act (Ziyambi, 1997). These pieces of 
legislation were passed by the government partly as a result of pressure from women leaders within the 
ruling party ZANU-PF and partly out of the government’s own volition. The changes were driven by the 
need to mobilise rural women to participate in post-independence development and reconstruction. Though 
post-independence Zimbabwe witnessed legal reforms that pushed through liberal feminist reforms, the 
changes were structured to exclude women in the rural areas. The result was that patriarchal discourse, 
practice and ideology reinforced male dominance in these areas (Gaidzanwa, 1994; Kesby, 1999; Paradza, 
2010). 
Fundamentally changing the status quo and promoting women’s rights were a secondary and very small 
part of this state ‘benevolence’ (Makanje, 2004). At independence women were for the first time in the 
history of the country officially recognised as an oppressed group and as such were the target of a 
conscious government policy to change their situation. The government wanted to transform the status of 
women so that they could assume their rightful position in society and work alongside their male 
counterparts in the development of the nation. As soon as it became a member of the United Nations and 
the African Union, the government ratified a number of international and regional instruments and protocols 
that had a strong bearing on the status of women (Tichagwa, 1998). The idea was to eliminate all 
customary, social, economic and legal constraints that inhibited women’s full participation in the 
development of the country. 
By the mid-1990s there were 25 registered women’s organisations independently addressing various 
aspects of women’s lives in urban and rural areas. Despite initial atomisation, these organisations have 
come to constitute a network as each developed an operational niche or sector complementing the work of 
sister organisations in formal and informal struggles for gender justice (IJR, 2005). Although the 
organisations reflected a conceptual unevenness in the understanding and articulation of gender as a 
political struggle, with some overtly feminist in orientation and others more mainstream or conservative in 
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their approach, they all played a role in re-defining the private and public sphere in the process of 
demanding full rights for women (Makanje, 2004). 
A landmark development in projecting the gender question was the founding of a women’s coalition on 
constitutional and governance issues in 1999. It was an influential voice in the constitutional reform 
movement. The Women’s Coalition consisted of women activists, academics, researchers and 
representatives from about 30 women’s and human rights organisations. It stood as a broad lobby and 
advocacy front that pressed for constitutional reform which would protect women’s political, social, 
economic and cultural rights (IJR, 2005). However, the pronounced shift to state authoritarianism in 2000 
resulted in repressive measures that weakened the Women’s Coalition. In particular, political violence from 
2000, a raft of authoritarian legislations on political and civic life, deterred progress in the advocacy and 
lobbying role of groups that constituted the Coalition (EISA, 2007). 
There are still major gaps or structural constraints that women’s organisations have to negotiate and 
overcome. The two levels of their struggle have been described as crucial. The first is the level of a feminist 
consciousness, where women have fought a war against patriarchy since the pre-independence period, 
through a critique of discriminatory legislations and demands for committed measures to increase women’s 
political representation. The second is at the oppositional level, where some women’s groups in alliance 
with other CSOs and opposition political parties have challenged the state and legitimacy of the ruling party 
ZANU-PF and the lack of a free participatory environment (Chiroro, 2005). 
2.8 Conclusion 
Zimbabwe’s legislative environment imposes structural constraints upon sound local governance. The first 
is the lack of a constitutional provision, and the second is the mosaic of institutions that often contradict 
local government independence and constrain its soundness. An argument can therefore be made that the 
inclusion of local government in the New Constitution of Zimbabwe will decisively deal with the subjugation 
of local government to the form and political orientation of central government. In this way, the powers of 
the central government will be limited in relation to the creation, functioning, and dissolution of local 
government units. Another advantage of inclusion is addressing centre-local functional overlaps by 
providing for local government as a distinct sphere of government, rather than the current situation where 
the central government defines it through ordinary legislation. At the same time, constitutionalisation of 
local government will ensure that local government law is not as subservient to other legislation as is the 
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case at present. It is also seen as critical to deepening the institution of local government as a space for 
women’s participation. 
There has been a massive demand for devolution of powers in Zimbabwe, as a mechanism of promoting 
popular participation in governance. While the New Constitution of Zimbabwe entrenches the principle of 
devolution of powers from the national to the provincial and local governments as a fundamental value, it 
does not devolve the powers. Without providing for the powers to be devolved, the essence of devolution of 
powers is undermined. Therefore there is likely to be a continuation of the current situation where political 
power is centralised within the nation or rather the central government (Mavedzenge, 2012). 
The current structures of power in the rural areas have been organised so the determining authority has 
been shifted away from democratic institutions, such as the RDCs, to appointed individuals who are 
beholden to central government in the form of the Ministry of Local Government and the President. These 
individuals are Provincial Chairpersons, Provincial Administrators, District Administrators, Chiefs, Village 
Heads and Headmen. Where a council holds any residual power, the exercise thereof is strictly monitored 
and controlled by the Ministry, and in the case of their development committees, by the security 
organisations, particularly where donors and donor funds are concerned. The local government structure 
largely comprises people who hold explicit partisan loyalty. It is remarkable that any rural dweller 
dependent on these individuals for access to scarce resources, and frequently food aid, should admit to 
membership of the majority party in government. Local governance is thus not only about formal processes 
and structures but about informal processes and spaces in which different actors and factors interact. 
Therefore a political approach which views local government as a site of political action with the state at the 
local level is more beneficial in approaching local government. 
Democratic decentralisation in Zimbabwe has been preferred for reasons that include administrative, fiscal 
and political decision-making. Decentralisation is further justified if it promotes democratic good governance 
and furthermore participatory approaches to development. It can also be argued that decentralisation can 
bring government closer to the people and can easily enhance communities’ participation and interaction 
with local government officials in the affairs of their local areas. Moyo (2010) expressed that decentralising 
governance should not be seen as an end in itself. It can be a means for creating more open, responsive 
and effective local government and for enhancing representational systems of community-level decision-
making. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
3.0 LITERATURE REVIEW 
3.1 Introduction 
Chapter Three is concerned with a critical appraisal on the issues of rural women’s representation and 
participation in local governance. The various and diverse intellectual strands that inform the concepts of 
representation, participation and local governance are analysed through an extensive literature review. The 
study provides an overview of these related concepts by reviewing their definitions and origins as well as 
their related legal, institutional and policy applications. It also evaluates international experiences of rural 
women in local governance. Due to the complex and multidimensional nature of problems related to issues 
of gender and local governance, an interdisciplinary approach was required. Therefore, the literature review 
includes an interdisciplinary range of references with the aim of overcoming the barriers between different 
traditions of knowledge and experiences (Flick, 2002; Olsen, 2004).  
In designing the theoretical framework for describing and analysing the core issues of the research, the 
models of representation, Pitkin’s theory of political representation, critical mass theory, the institutional 
approach of participation and the intrinsic and instrumentalist arguments for women’s participation in local 
governance are discussed. These served as the theoretical base on which core issues are operationalised. 
International, continental, regional and domestic legislations and policies on the representation and 
participation of women in local governance is also covered. The aim was to describe these policies and 
legislations in theory before the practice was analysed through an investigation of the actual realities 
pertaining to their implementation. This chapter consists of a review of international literature which 
includes books, reports and peer-reviewed journal articles, as well as selected internet web-pages. The 
literature review also provides the basis for the construction of an analytical framework that informs the 
empirical research carried out in Zimbabwe. 
There are a number of research studies that support different rationales or theoretical approaches to 
women’s inclusion in politics. Despite the differences of the theoretical base of the need for women’s 
political representation and participation, the broad agreement that proponents of the varied approaches 
have arrived at is that women must be included in politics. Feminist political science maintains that gender 
is central to understanding conventional politics and in addressing the question of “who governs.” Too 
many questions about women’s participation and representation in politics are yet to be answered fully 
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(Mackay, 2004). Women’s political representation and participation in decision-making are two different 
issues. Participation is a necessary but insufficient condition for representation because representation 
does not flow automatically from participation. Women all over the world have participated widely in political 
movements in times of crisis, but once the crisis is over, they are relegated to the domestic arena (Nelson 
and Chowdhury, 1994). Much of the research and literature on women as elected representatives focuses 
on women at national and/or state level, often as leaders (Swers, 1998; Carrol, 2001; Paxton and Hughes, 
2007).  
3.2 Representation 
The notion of representation may be regarded as an effort by the elected or other public officials “to build 
more inclusive, deliberative and engaged relationships with the public” (Orr and McAteer, 2004: 133). 
Heywood (2002: 224) is of the opinion that “as a political principle, representation is a relationship through 
which an individual or group stands for, or acts on behalf of a larger group of people.” Representation is 
said to have occurred if there is evidence of local consultation as well as engagement in decision-making 
and local policy formulation promoted by the elected councillors. Although some problems surrounding the 
issue of representation have been resolved in modern democracies and most developing countries through 
the principle of universal suffrage, this approach is too simplistic. Heywood (2002) posits that by equating 
representation with elections and voting would be tantamount to ignoring more difficult questions about how 
one person can be said to represent another, and what it is that he or she would be representing. 
3.2.1 Models of Representation 
Goodwin (1987) distinguishes between four models of representation: delegation, resemblance, trusteeship 
and mandate.  
(a) Delegation: The delegation model assumes that a representative can be viewed as a delegate who 
reiterates the views of a given constituent and expresses no independent opinion. Representatives who are 
delegates simply follow the expressed preferences of their constituents. The model is motivated by the view 
that politicians mainly exist to represent voters directly who cannot realistically attend to all legislative 
procedures and decisions. James Madison (1987) is one of the leading historical figures who articulated a 
delegate conception of representation. Delegate representation makes no provisions for demographic 
representation. It relies on the stewardship of sympathetic demographic outsiders. 
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(b) Resemblance: The resemblance model is taken from the ‘microcosmic’ theory and each representative 
is taken to be typical of a class of persons whose interests he or she will automatically promote. For 
example, if the representative is a farmer, he or she will represent or promote issues related to farming. 
This notion calls for a wide and diverse cluster of individuals in decision-making bodies in order to reflect 
the views of the wider community. 
(c) Trusteeship: Under the trusteeship model, the representatives act on behalf of their constituency but 
using their own judgement of the best action to pursue. They should be independent but accountable to 
their constituency. According to the trusteeship model, the constituency entrusts its representative to use 
his or her superior judgement in order to promote interests of common good. This model is motivated by 
the view that representatives should be more than simply representatives for voters in absentia, but that 
they should be relied on for their competence, judgement and leadership. However, it is only through 
maximum accountability of the representatives to the electorate that can help avoid such representation 
leading to the government’s being divorced from the people. 
(d) Mandate: The mandate model takes into consideration that in contemporary politics individual 
candidates are rarely elected on the basis of their personal qualities and talents but are often foot-soldiers 
of their political parties (Heywood, 2002). The mandate model reflects the actual practice since it is linked 
to party politics. However, the critical point is that when a party wins elections, it feels compelled to fulfil the 
promises it made during the campaign period. 
Controversy has mainly raged over whether representatives should act as delegates or trustees. The 
delegate and trustee conceptions of political representation place competing and contradictory demands on 
the behaviour of representatives. The delegation model requires representatives to follow their constituents’ 
preferences, while trustee conceptions require representatives to follow their own judgement about the 
proper course of action. Any adequate theory of representation must grapple with these contradictory 
demands. 
The question of which model of representation should be advocated at the local government level is not 
simple to answer. It should be taken into consideration that decentralisation is intended to enhance the 
opportunities for participation by placing more power and resources at a closer, more familiar, and more 
easily influenced level of government. The model or combination of models of representation that has the 
potential to fulfil this objective should be advocated. It should adequately reflect the views, aspirations and 
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desires of the people. However, in practice the issue of representation is highly debatable and ambiguous, 
because it is fraught with conceptual and empirical inconsistencies. The question of representativeness will 
remain a relevant one until comprehensive research provides clear answers (Heywood, 2002). Despite 
their shortcomings, the resemblance and delegation models are generally viewed as more relevant and 
appropriate to local governance. However, these models alone are not sufficient and need to be 
complemented by other mechanisms of citizen participation. 
The question “What does the representation of women mean?” has two parts – general political 
representation and specific representation of women. Three classic debates on representation treat these 
three parts differently, as Anne Phillips (1991) shows in Engendering Democracy.  
 
(a) First, a liberal defence of representation is based on the importance of the free individual and the 
protection of rights, but many feminists argue that this liberal defence is masculinist in being based 
on an abstract universalistic notion of the political actor that disregards sexual differences or 
particularities of gender.  
(b) Second, participatory democracy based on dialogue and joint decision-making accommodates the 
women's movement with its grassroots activism, critique of authority, and commitment to 
nonhierarchical collective decision-making, but community activism is not political representation.  
(c) Third, civic republicanism stresses the need to repoliticise the public. That is, if we are to recognise 
heterogeneity and difference, then space must be created for representation of oppressed or 
underrepresented groups, otherwise, democracy is seriously deficient. 
3.3 Political Representation 
There is an extensive literature that offers many different definitions of political representation. Within this 
literature, authors are in agreement that political representation consists of the articulation and presentation 
of political agendas of given groups by various actors in decision-making arenas and key social forums in 
democratic societies (Penock and Chapman, 1968). A range of actors and agencies can speak for various 
interests and audiences such as political parties, members of parliament, social movements and groups, as 
well as specific organisations promoting particular interests such as national machineries for the 
advancement of women. Cotta (2007) defines political representation as an institutionalised system of 
political responsibility realised through the free electoral designation of certain fundamental political 
organisms. 
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Pitkin (1967) provides perhaps one of the most straightforward definitions of political representation. To 
represent is simply to “make present again.” On this definition, political representation is the activity of 
making citizens’ voices, opinions and perspectives “present” in the public policy making processes. Political 
representation occurs when political actors speak, advocate, symbolise, and act on behalf of others in the 
political arena. In other words, political representation is a form of political assistance. This seemingly 
straightforward definition, however, is not adequate as it stands. It leaves the concept of political 
representation underspecified. The concept of political representation has multiple and competing 
dimensions. The common understanding of the definition is one that contains different and conflicting 
conceptions of how political representatives should represent and hold representatives to standards that 
are mutually incompatible. In leaving these definitions underspecified, it fails to capture the paradoxical 
character of the concept.  
Despite the intrinsic, multidimensional and complex nature of the concept of political representation which 
does not provide for an ultimate and exhaustive definition, it is nonetheless true that most of the theoretical 
discussions carried out among social scientists has tended to depict the concept primarily in terms of its 
structural key elements that is as a relationship between a principal (representative) and an agent 
(represented), concerning an object (interests and opinions among other issues) and taking place in a 
particular setting (political context) (Cotta, 2002). 
3.4 Theories of Political Representation 
Pitkin (1967) offers one of the most comprehensive discussions on the concept of political representation in 
her book, The Concept of Representation. This classic discussion is one of the most influential and often 
cited works in the literature on political representation. She maintains that in order to understand the 
concept of political representation, one must consider the different ways in which the term is used. Each of 
these different uses of the term provides a different view of the concept. Pitkin compares the concept of 
representation to “a rather complicated, convoluted, three-dimensional structure in the middle of a dark 
enclosure.” She further notes that political theorists provide “flash-bulb photographs of the structure taken 
from different angles” (Pitkin, 1967: 10). Drawing from this metaphor, she argues that one must know the 
context in which the concept of representation is placed in order to determine its meaning. The views of 
representation can expand or unduly constrain the understanding of representation depending on the ways 
in which the term is used in contemporary politics. 
82 
 
Pitkin identifies at least four different dimensions of representation which are formalistic, symbolic, 
descriptive and substantive representation. Each view provides a different approach of examining 
representation. While there are important differences among the four, she maintains that the different 
dimensions are properly conceived as integral parts of a coherent whole. Unfortunately, according to Pitkin, 
political theorists have tended to overlook this conceptual unity and erroneously treating the different 
dimensions of representation as separate concepts. The different views of representation can also provide 
different standards for assessing representatives. Disagreements about what representatives ought to be 
doing are aggravated by the fact that people adopt the wrong view of representation or misapply the 
standards of representation. Despite the frequency and approval with which Pitkin’s theories are cited, most 
empirical work on representation ignores her integrated conception. Some scholars such as Phillips (1995) 
typically choose one or two aspects of representation while ignoring others that are not of interest or for 
which data are lacking. This not only contributes to “a blind man’s understanding of the elephant” – the 
equivalent of Pitkin’s above metaphor – but also fails to provide an adequate empirical test of the integrated 
structure of Pitkin’s theory. 
3.4.1 Formalistic Representation 
Formalistic representation refers to the institutional arrangements (rules and regulations) that precede and 
initiate representation. Interest groups are of paramount importance and advocate various versions of 
qualified deliberative democratic models (Young, 1999; Mansbridge, 1999; and Squires, 2000). This 
theoretical work tends to emphasise women decision-makers’ ability to speak for other women as a matter 
of shared gendered identity, even when they concede that there are differences among women. These 
theorists envision a shared overarching identity among women, with sub-groups such as racial groups 
among women that also require presence and voices in decision-making bodies. In this framework, 
individual women from varied backgrounds can contribute different ideas and perspectives to debate and to 
decision-making. Writing specifically about women, these theorists often emphasise that women’s interests 
are not merely a matter of objective circumstances or material conditions. The formalistic approach has two 
variants which are authorisation and accountability. 
(a) Authorisation: The authorisation variant refers to the means by which representatives obtain 
their status or position. The main issues of concern within this view are the process by which a 
representative gains power – for example through elections – and the ways in which a 
representative can enforce his or her decisions. In this view there is no standard for assessing how 
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well a representative behaves. One can merely assess whether a representative legitimately holds 
his or her decisions. 
(b) Accountability: The accountability variant refers to the ability of constituent members to sanction 
their representatives, ex post for failing to act in accordance with their wishes or desires, for 
example voting an elected official out of office or the responsiveness of the representative to the 
constituents. It questions whether there are sanctioning mechanisms available to constituents and 
also whether the representative responds towards his or her constituency preferences. There are 
no standards for assessing how well a representative behaves. One can merely determine whether 
a representative can be sanctioned or has been responsive. While the existence of free and fair 
elections are not a necessary condition for formal representation, in practice elections are 
considered critical and underlie most attempts to operationalise this dimension. 
Theoretical discussions of political representation have focused mainly on the formal procedures of 
authorisation and accountability within nation-states. However, such a focus is no longer satisfactory due to 
international and domestic political transformations (Warren and Castiglione, 2004). International, 
transnational and non-governmental actors play an important role in advancing public policies on behalf of 
democratic citizens. That is they act as representatives for those citizens. Such actors “speak for”, “act for” 
and can even “stand for” individuals within a nation-state. It is no longer desirable to limit one’s 
understanding of political representation to elected officials within a nation-state. In most cases such 
officials do not necessarily possess “the capacity to act”, which is most often used to identify who is acting 
as a representative. 
3.4.2 Symbolic Representation 
Symbolic representation refers to the extent that representatives “stand for” the represented with an 
emphasis on symbols or symbolisation. Pitkin provides the example of a flag as a symbol representing a 
nation. What matters is not the symbol itself, but “its power to evoke feelings or attitudes” (1967: 97). 
Symbolic representation is concerned not with who the representatives are or what they do, but how they 
are perceived and evaluated by those they represent. Wahlke (1971) embraces symbolic representation as 
the most realistic standard given the constraints he perceives on policy responsiveness. Most scholars 
disagree in their definitions of symbolic representation. Some scholars treat it as synonymous with 
descriptive representation, which is “standing for” something that is not present (Pitkin, 1967; Carroll, 2001; 
Barker, 2006). Two other definitions however, are more common. The first views symbolic representation in 
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terms of what women’s presence reveals about the legitimacy of the legislature as a whole (Reingold, 
2000; Childs, 2004; Lawless, 2004), and that both men and women respond positively to increased 
numbers of women in a decision-making body. The second frames it in relation to the effects that women’s 
presence has on the perceptions of voters in terms of the nature of politics as a “male” domain (Sapiro, 
1981; Childs, 2004). Viewed more broadly, these two definitions refer to the cultural meanings and 
ramifications that stem from the representative process related to the public views regarding women in 
politics and the perceived efficacy of female voters due to the absence or presence of elected officials who 
are female. 
Viewed as a whole, current studies of representation offer mixed results with regard to the symbolic role or 
importance of female representatives. For example, some scholars found that men and women 
respondents believe that a government is more democratic when more women are present. In contrast, 
others report that while women represented by women were generally more positive about their 
representatives, it did not lead them to be more positive about politics in general (Lawless, 2004). Similarly, 
many authors document shifts in the attitudes of constituents following the election of more women into 
political office. They argue that the inclusion of women sends important signals to female citizens that 
politics is a domain open to all, leading many women to become more politically involved, or at least, to feel 
more politically efficacious (Childs, 2004). Others find however, that the increased presence of women 
appears to have little or no impact on the political engagement of women constituency. 
The symbolic importance attributed to women in positions of political leadership is routinely invoked as an 
explanation for the need to elect more women, regardless of whether men can represent women’s 
substantive interests. This logic suggests that the inclusion of women at the elite level confers some sort of 
benefit to constituencies beyond policy implications. While some researches investigate the ways in which 
being a woman affects the representative’s experience, there is a lack of empirical evidence exploring how 
these effects might play out for constituencies (Lawless, 2004). Symbolic representation has been shown to 
affect a number of important political attitudes and behaviours among minority populations. Feelings of 
political efficacy, interest in politics, confidence in government, and evaluations of government officials have 
all been shown to be higher under conditions of symbolic representation (Abramson, 1972). The conditions 
of symbolic representation have been shown to alleviate one of the most persistent attitudinal gaps in 
politics. That is the gap between the political trust levels among the representatives and minority citizens. 
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The ‘trust gap’ has been shown to diminish significantly when minority groups are descriptively represented 
(Hero and Tolbert, 1995). 
3.4.3 Descriptive Representation 
Descriptive representation refers to the manner in which an individual representative “stand for” the 
represented by virtue of sharing similar characteristics with the represented such as race, sex, age, class, 
occupation, gender, ethnicity or geographical area. Typically, this should mirror the composition of the 
represented in important respects. Women representing women can be seen as a form of direct 
participation in decision-making bodies. Varieties include functional representation, which focuses on the 
occupational correspondence between representatives and the represented, and social representation, 
which concerns social characteristics such as gender, race, ethnicity, and class (Norris 1993). The question 
of women achieving descriptive representation therefore is simply about counting the number of women in 
political office and not examining what women representatives are actually saying. Descriptive 
representation is a political resource along which social cleavages are stratified. 
To reduce representational inequality, many governments, political leaders, social justice advocates, and 
researchers champion the concept of descriptive representation. Proponents of descriptive representation 
assert that those elected officials who share similar demographic and experiential characteristics of their 
constituencies have sufficient empathy to evaluate and construct representative policy (Young, 1990; 
Phillips, 1995; Mansbridge, 1999). In this sense, political structures encourage representation by 
empathetic demographic insiders. In practice, descriptive representation attempts to ameliorate inequitable 
social conditions by providing historically marginalised groups such as women the opportunities to become 
political elites. In so doing, proponents assert that descriptive representation safeguards the interests of the 
disadvantaged. 
Descriptive representation is more of a concept than a theory, designed to stimulate praxis rather than 
merely academic research. Addressing inequitable political representation, theoretical debates focus on the 
tenability and ‘philosophy and ethics’ of descriptive representation as a governance solution, especially in 
light of the current state of disadvantaged group representation (Mansbridge, 1999). It therefore refers to 
both an ideal and a reality – the ideal being the governance solution and the reality the degree to which 
legislative bodies represent the demographics and experiences of the citizenry. Descriptive representation 
has been criticised on various grounds (Mansbridge, 1999). Most common is that descriptive representation 
would not lead to substantive representation, such that demographic qualities bear little to or no 
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relationship to deliberative capabilities. Others argue that by over-emphasising group differences through 
the claim of supra-representational abilities, descriptive representation erodes the bonds among legislators 
whose job is to produce policies for all rather than a demographic subset of their constituency (Phillips, 
1995). 
Many other complaints focus on the difficulties of implementing descriptive representation. Choosing which 
groups from a multiplicity of genders, races, ethnicities, religions, age groups, physical handicaps and 
social classes are worthy of descriptive representation. This could be so complex that random or arbitrary 
assignment to legislative bodies is the only reasonable way. Some fear that implementation of this form of 
representation would lead to a selection of less qualified representatives drawn from, among other places, 
the bottom of the talent pool. Akin to this is the argument that descriptive representatives vary as much 
within their group (Kymlicka, 2002). Counter to these criticisms, most proponents assert that descriptive 
representation is not a call for an exact microcosm of the citizenry such that “children represent children, 
lunatics represent lunatics” (Dovi, 2002). Instead, the goal is that substantive representation should make 
the legislative body demographically closer to the citizenry specific situation in that selection of groups in 
need of representation should be made after careful, rational deliberation and under particular conditions 
(Mansbridge, 1999; Dovi, 2002).  
Perhaps the most convincing counter to these criticisms, and to demonstrate the importance of studying the 
subject is by assessing whether the demographics of the representative make a measurable difference in 
the representation of the disadvantaged (Mansbridge, 2004). Any impact of descriptive representation can 
be felt in two ways. That is raising the constituency political engagement and/or descriptive representative’s 
impact on legislative processes. While some find that descriptive representation make little difference in 
either of these areas, others show that descriptive representatives do have a measurable impact (Swain, 
1993; Lawless, 2004). In terms of raising constituency political engagement, for example whites and blacks 
are more likely to contact representatives of the same race and women are more likely to become politically 
active in decision-making bodies with competitive and visible women candidates (Atkinson, 2002). Some 
authors explain this phenomenon in terms of legitimacy, in that “constituencies are more likely to identify 
with the legislature and to defer to its decisions to the extent that they perceive a significant percentage of 
‘people like themselves’ in the legislature” (Mishler and Rose, 1997). 
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3.4.4 Substantive Representation 
Substantive representation is defined as “acting in the interests of the represented in a manner responsive 
to them” (Pitkin, 1967: 209). Although Eulau and Karps (1977) identify a variety of ways that 
representatives may act on behalf of the represented, the most common interpretation is that substantive 
representation refers to policy responsiveness or the extent to which representatives enact laws and 
implement policies that are responsive to the needs or demands of citizens. While Pitkin considers 
substantive representation to be the most important dimension of representation and the heart of the 
representational nexus, others question its priority. For example (Wahlke, 1971), observes that policy 
responsiveness receives too much emphasis given the evidence that citizens possess few coherent policy 
beliefs and that representatives are poorly informed about the policy preferences of citizens except in 
exceptional cases. Nevertheless, policy responsiveness continues to be considered the central aspect of 
representation by numerous scholars. A variety of them have attempted to measure policy responsiveness 
both to overall public interests and to race- and gender-based interests (Bullock, 1995; Reingold, 2000). 
Most studies making use of the term ‘women’s substantive representation’ take as their point of departure 
in Pitkin’s concept of representing as an ‘act for’ and ‘in the interest of’ (Pitkin, 1967:111). By substantive 
representation, it is understood that ‘the representative, independent of physical or other characteristics, 
serves the interests of the community that he or she represents’ (Diaz, 2005: 14). Women’s substantive 
representation is embedded in feminist theory about women’s under-representation, male dominance and 
male prerogatives in defining what is political. The concept was born out of feminist scholarship dealing 
with how to change male dominance. This also implies that a term like “men’s substantive representation”, 
in contrast is meaningless. The concept of women’s substantive representation only makes sense when 
embedded in feminist theory about changing male dominance. With the global focus on increasing 
women’s political representation, for example, through the use of gender quotas, the subject of women’s 
substantive representation has become even more salient. 
Arguments for women’s political presence based on substantive representation, rather than on symbolic or 
formalistic representation, claim that elected women in decision-making bodies are more likely to act for 
women than men. But this claim, especially when crudely portrayed, seems to be both reductive and 
essentialist in that it assumes that the relationship between descriptive and substantive representation is 
straightforward. The difficulty of conceptualising the substantive representation of women has been a 
central feature of feminist conceptions of representation in the 1990s. In her book, The Politics of Presence, 
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Phillips (1995) acknowledges that there is no “empirical or theoretical plausibility” to the idea that women 
share experiences or that women’s shared experiences translate into shared beliefs or goals. Neither does 
she consider it likely that women will organise themselves into a group with group opinions and goals that 
can be represented. At the same time, she further maintains that women have particular concerns that 
derive from their gendered experiences and that these would be inadequately addressed in political forums 
dominated by men. Women should therefore be present in politics to ensure that their concerns are 
included especially if they are “varied, unstable and in the process of formation” (Phillips, 1998: 233-5). She 
continues by arguing that women representatives are likely, if not guaranteed, to act for women even after 
they have turned away from a strong sense of women’s politics of presence in favour of women’s gender 
parity through the quota system (Phillips, 1995). 
The above arguments for women’s presence, even when premised on gender rather than sex, still need to 
contend with the theoretical problems thrown up by contemporary feminist understandings of women’s 
differences. To do otherwise, would be to risk assuming ‘direct and uncomplicated links between sex and 
gender’ (Squires, 1999; Reingold, 2000 and Sawer, 2002). Even if it is accepted that women’s group 
identity is “real”, women’s identities are multiple, differentiated in terms of class, ethnicity and sexuality. 
Mansbridge (1999) holds on to the belief that women representatives can act for women notwithstanding 
their differences. She argues in a similar way to Phillips (1995), that descriptive representation denotes 
“shared experiences” (gender) and “not only visible characteristics” (sex) and aims to sidestep the 
essentialist trap (Mansbridge, 1999: 637). Moreover, her understanding of women’s “shared experiences” 
enables women’s representatives to act for other women because while they may not have shared the 
same particular experiences, they share “the outward signs” of having lived through the same experiences. 
This gives women representatives “communicative and informational advantages” and enables them to 
“forge bonds of trust” with the women they represent based on their gendered experiences (Mansbridge, 
1999: 641). 
What is needed for women’s substantive representation to occur is not the presence of just any women 
because some of them may not see themselves as part of, or with obligations to the group. What is needed 
is the presence of “preferable descriptive representatives” (Dovi, 2002: 729-34). Preferably women 
representatives experience a sense of belonging to, and have strong mutual relationships, with women. 
They share aims with women that is they would want to see women’s “social, economic and political status 
improved” and also experience a “reciprocated sense of having their fate linked with women” (Dovi, 2002: 
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736). Sensitive to essentialist and difference arguments, Dovi (2002) also further argues that preferable 
women representatives also recognise differences that women may have “different conceptions of what is 
necessary” to achieve women’s aims. She also argues that there are limits to this in that, a woman 
representative who does not share either “policy preferences” or “values” with women could not be said to 
share their aims (Dovi, 2002: 737). 
Phillips (1995), in her book Politics of Presence, indicates that descriptive and substantive representation 
cannot be separated because women have “groupness.” She contrasts two distinct modes of politics: a 
“politics of ideas” and a “politics of presence.” Although these two modes are juxtaposed against one 
another, both are necessary, and overlap. The first mode corresponds to the more formalistic models of 
representation, where what decision-makers do is aggregate and transmits constituents’ interests. By 
contrast, the second mode emphasises identity. It is not just interests that are transmitted by a 
representative, but there is also a broader symbolism of the group that has those interests, because the 
presence of a group member encourages recognition and respect for that group. Phillips ultimately 
endorses a mix of her two modes of politics, noting that “it is in the relationship between ideas and 
presence that we can best hope to find a fairer system of representation, not in a false opposition between 
one and the other” (1995:25). She emphasises that ideas (interests) cannot be fully separated from people 
who share those interests. 
Williams (1998) and Mansbridge (1999) similarly argue for a link between women’s descriptive and 
substantive representation on the basis of two broad categories of argument. Firstly, they suggest that 
women (or other minorities) can be expected to legislate and behave in ways different from non-minority 
legislators, either by approaching problems differently or by invoking their personal experiences to motivate 
distinct kinds of legislation that would otherwise be absent or ignored. Secondly, they argue that historically 
marginalised groups must be descriptively included in political representative bodies in order to build trust 
and communication between those groups and their governments. Dovi (2002) refines Williams (1998) and 
Mansbridge (1999) claims to focus on the requirements that descriptive representatives have ‘strong 
mutual relationships with dispossessed subgroups’ for example by using their membership in historically 
disadvantaged groups to promote empowering social networks and greater communication. 
Although both substantive and symbolic representation might influence women’s societal status and 
attitudes about government and politics, empirical studies tend to focus almost exclusively on the manner in 
which women in positions of political power affect the kinds of issues brought to the forefront of the 
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legislative agenda, the manner in which these issues are discussed and debated, and the policy outcomes 
that ensue as a result of that discussion. Fox (1997) and Reingold (2000) suggest that women’s presence 
incorporates new values and ideas into the political system, leaving men to respond to women’s 
candidacies and agendas. In an attempt to appeal to women voters, men often change the dynamics of 
their own campaigns, as well as their legislative priorities and styles. In terms of substantive representation, 
therefore, women’s groups and feminists are often satisfied with male candidates and legislators (Mezey, 
1994). This is not to suggest, however, that there are no benefits that only women can bring to their 
constituents. Scholars who emphasise substantive representation also mention the “role model” or 
“symbolic” benefits women political elites bring to their constituents, benefits that cannot be conferred by 
men, regardless of their policy perspectives. 
 
Burrell (1996: 151) notes: “Women in public office stand as symbols for other women, both enhancing their 
identification with the system and their ability to have influence within it. This subjective sense of being 
involved and heard for women, in general, alone makes the election of women to public office important 
because, for so many years, they were excluded from power.” Despite references to the heightened 
legitimacy that women in politics bring to the political process, and the manner in which they affect 
constituents’ political attitudes and behaviour, little empirical evidence exists regarding actual politically-
related benefits of symbolic representation (Burns, Scholzman, and Verba 2001). Do women who are 
represented by women feel better about government officials? If so, do these attitudes transcend the dyadic 
representational experience and affect women constituents’ feelings about the political system in general? 
Are women who are represented by women more likely to participate politically? If women in politics serve 
as symbols and provide cues pertaining to the political system’s legitimacy, there should be quantifiable 
differences between women represented by women and women represented by men. 
3.5 Critique of Pitkin’s Conceptions of Representation 
While Pitkin’s multifaceted conception of representation is well known and widely cited, the connections 
among its dimensions are frequently ignored in practice. Many empirical studies treat different dimensions 
of representation as alternatives and equally valid conceptions among which scholars may pick and 
choose. Every research acknowledging the multidimensional nature of representation and focusing on 
more than one dimension typically treats those dimensions as separate and distinct (Mishler and Mughan, 
1978; Mash and Norris, 1997). The components of representation cannot be treated separately because 
there is a strong causal connection that exists among them. Advocates of formal representation emphasise 
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that free, fair and open elections are important not only because they are necessary for democracy but also 
because they facilitate descriptive representation, encourage policy responsiveness, and enhance the 
public’s support for representative institutions. Similarly, descriptive representation is considered important 
for promoting symbolic representation and policy responsiveness, while policy responsiveness is believed 
to be a principal contributor to symbolic representation (Mishler and Rose, 1997). It is for both of these 
reasons that the concept of representation is considered integrated. 
Regarding Pitkin’s (1969: 42) understanding of “political representation dictates the need for objective 
criteria for identifying who counts as constituents as well as the objective criteria for identifying the objective 
interests of constituents”, it can be argued that while Pitkin’s analysis of political representation is certainly 
helpful in identifying different approaches to representing women; the extent to which women are a 
heterogeneous group and the extent to which the concept of gender can expand or constrict, Pitkin’s 
concept of representation is less helpful for determining whether women are being properly represented in 
democracies (Dovi, 2006: 7). 
The conceptions of representation and their implications for strategies concerning the engagement of 
women in formal politics are varied. There is a contrast on conceptions that focus on either what is being 
represented or who the representatives are, with conceptions of representation as an act (Pitkin, 1967; 
Phillips, 1994), as “differentiated relationship among plural actors” (Young, 2000: 127) and Phillips (1995: 
96) conception of a “politics of ideas and presence.” Young’s perspective emphasises the relational nature 
of representation. On the other hand, Phillips (1995) incorporates what is being represented and who the 
representatives are, thus reflecting inclusion and avoiding dichotomies which assume that one is more 
important than the other. 
The exploration of the “what” and “who” of representation has generated a conceptual distinction between 
substantive and descriptive representation, whereby substantive representation engages with ‘what’ is 
represented, while descriptive representation deals with “who” is representing “who” (Pitkin, 1967). Much of 
the recent literature on gender and political representation has attempted to explore the relationship 
between these two conceptions of representation, frequently making appeal to the notion of “critical mass” 
to suggest that higher levels of descriptive representation (more women in decision-making bodies) will 
generate better levels of substantive representation (greater decision-making attention to women’s issues). 
The focus on “who” represents ‘what’ has generated thoughtful studies about the complicated relationship 
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between descriptive and substantive representation, but it has also tended to downplay the important issue 
of ‘how’ representation takes place (Childs, 2001; Mackay, 2004 and Krook, 2005). 
In order to understand the relationship between descriptive and substantive representation, it may be 
helpful to introduce the concept of relational representation. This concept engages with the processes by 
which representation occurs (Williams, 1998). This suggestion is not entirely new. Reflecting on the 
usefulness of the concept of critical mass, Childs and Krook (2005: 20) stated “The likelihood that female 
representatives act for women depends on a range of different factors. Scholars of gender and politics 
would do better to investigate not “when” women make a difference but “how” the substantive 
representation of women occurs.” This concept focuses on ‘how’ the process of representation takes place, 
paying particular attention to the quality of communication between representatives and their constituency. 
Williams recommended re-envisioning the activity of representation in the light of the experiences of the 
historically disadvantaged groups. 
3.5.1 Representation as Mediation 
Williams (1998: 8) identifies three different dimensions of political life that representatives must “mediate.” 
These are the dynamics of legislative decision-making, the nature of legislator-constituency relations, and 
the basis for aggregating citizens into representable constituencies. She explains each aspect by adding a 
corresponding theme (voice, trust, and memory) and by drawing on the experiences of marginalised groups 
in the United States of America. For example drawing on the experiences of American women trying to gain 
equal citizenship, Williams argues that historically disadvantaged groups need a “voice” in legislative 
decision-making bodies. The “heavily deliberative” quality of legislative institutions requires the presence of 
individuals who have direct access to historically excluded perspectives. 
In addition, Williams (1998) explains how representatives need to mediate the representative-constituency 
relationship in order to build ‘trust’. For her, trust is the cornerstone for democratic accountability. Relying 
on the experiences of African-Americans, she shows the consistent patterns of betrayal of African-
Americans by privileged white citizens that give them good reason for distrusting white representatives and 
the institutions themselves. The relationships of distrusts can be “at least partially mended if the 
disadvantaged group is represented by its own members” (1998: 14). Finally, representation involves 
mediating how groups are defined. The boundaries of groups are partially established by past experiences 
– what she calls “memory.” Having certain shared patterns of marginalisation justifies certain institutional 
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mechanisms to guarantee presence. Williams expands accounts of political representation beyond the 
question of institutional design and thus, in effect challenges those who understand representation as 
simply a matter of formal procedures of authorisation and accountability. 
3.5.2 Representation as Advocacy 
Another recent way of re-envisioning representation was offered by Urbinati (2000). Urbinati argues for 
understanding representation as advocacy. For her, the point of representation should not be the 
aggregation of interests, but the preservation of disagreements necessary for preserving liberty. She 
identifies two main features of advocacy: the representative’s passionate link to the constituent’s cause and 
their relative autonomy of judgment. She goes on to emphasise the importance of the former for motivating 
representatives to deliberate with each other and their constituency. For Urbinati, the benefit of 
conceptualising representation as advocacy is that it improves the understanding of deliberative 
democracy. In particular it avoids a common mistake made by many contemporary deliberative democrats 
who focus on the formal procedures of deliberation at the expense of examining the sources of inequality 
within civil society such as the family. 
The benefit of Urbinati’s understanding of representation is that it emphasises the importance of the domain 
of opinion and consent formation. In particular this contemporary additional to theoretical literature poses 
an agonistic conception of representation, one that emphasises the importance of disagreements and 
rhetoric to the procedures, practices, and ethos of democracy. Her account expands the scope of 
theoretical discussions of representation away from formal procedures of authorisation to the deliberative 
and expressive dimensions of representative institutions. In this way, those who recommend adopting an 
understanding of representation as advocacy provides a theoretical tool to those who wish to explain how 
non-state actors ‘represent others’ (Urbinati, 2000). 
Squires (1999) argues that elected representatives represent beliefs, constituencies, interests, perspectives 
and identities. Marsh and Norris (1997), describe these as ideological, geographic, functional and social 
representation respectively. Representation of beliefs suggests a conception of representation as 
ideological, reflected in membership of political parties and support for contrasting political platforms 
through electoral campaigns. Marsh and Norris (1997: 154) also refer to this as “representation from 
above.” They contrast this with geographical representation of constituencies, where representatives ‘act in 
ways consistent with the opinions of their citizens’ with “low levels of party discipline and minimal 
ideological manifestos”, which they describe as “representation from below” (Norris, 1997: 156). Political 
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scholars and feminist theorists have also given extensive attention to the question of whether or not 
women’s political presence in decision-making bodies is necessary for advancing policies favourable to 
women (Mansbridge, 1999). Recent research and theorising have sought to identify the conditions under 
which women-friendly policies might be advanced and the explanatory links between women’s presence in 
decision-making bodies and public policy outcomes. A key potential explanatory model has been partially 
constructed on the concept of the ‘critical mass.’ 
If, as Mansbridge (1999) asserts, women’s descriptive representation improves women’s substantive 
representation, a number of questions have to be asked. Do increasing numbers of women in decision-
making bodies result in more and better public policies for women? Is there a critical mass of elected 
women that once achieved accelerates their policymaking opportunities? If so what mechanisms explain 
such a transformation? Should women activists target a specific critical mass as a political strategy for 
advancing favourable policies? These questions can only be answered by taking a critical perspective on 
the concept of the critical mass theory. Despite their relatively low presence as elected representatives in 
most governments, this research sought to demonstrate that once elected, women do make a difference 
either in perspectives, priorities or communication styles. Nevertheless, the significance of that difference is 
contested and the influence of other factors will be highlighted.  
3.6 The Critical Mass Theory 
A question that frequently arises in access debates is the extent to which women have to be represented in 
specific numbers in order to make a difference. A critical mass is a threshold number or percentage of 
women in a decision-making body necessary for transforming the decision-making context from one in 
which a women-friendly policy is unlikely to one in which the opportunities for women’s policy successes 
are increased (Mansbridge, 1999). Political scientists concerned with gender relations have long been 
interested in the numbers of women in decision-making positions. Women make up 52% of the world’s 
population, yet average only 16% of the world’s elected political posts (United Cities Local Government, 
2004). This has led to calls for action that would increase the number of women in decision-making bodies 
on arguments of justice and on claims that an increase will substantively change decision-making 
processes and outcomes. 
The concept of critical mass came to the fore in political science after the publication of Dahlerup’s 1988 
article “From a Small to a Large Minority: Women in Scandinavian Politics.” On the basis of the idea that 
the form of a decision-making body will shape the processes and policies of that body, Dahlerup drew on a 
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1977 study by Rosabeth Moss Kanter of the interactions in groups composed of people of different cultural 
categories or statuses. Kanter (1977) presented a typology of four group types in order to investigate the 
effect of changing group dynamics on organisational culture. From her work, two group types emerged as 
the most important in critical mass debates – the skewed group, where the minority constituted a maximum 
of 15% and are regarded as “tokens”, and the tilted group, in which the minority hold between 15% and 
40% membership and is ‘becoming strong enough to begin to influence the culture of the group’. While 
Kanter’s study is central to the concept of critical mass, her proportions only rarely appear in critical mass 
inquiries, with Dahlerup’s suggestion of 30% as the point of critical mass making it into both political 
science and into the political imagination of many nations (Childs 2004). The notion of a “critical mass” is 
supported by a 1992 study by the United Nations, which concludes that “only a critical mass of 30% to 35% 
of women in politics will make a significant difference to the political culture due to the priority women give 
to ‘the needs of other women, children, elderly, disabled and disadvantaged” (in Porter, 1999: 85). It is also 
supported by a number of scholars (Mansbridge, 1999; Drage, 1997; Vickers, 1997 Lovenduski, 1998). In 
her research on women leaders in government in New Zealand (Drage, 1997) points to the influence of a 
critical mass of women in decision-making positions in government and legislative bodies in that country. 
She maintains that these women provide transformative leadership by redefining political priorities, placing 
new items on the agenda and providing new perspectives on mainstream issues. 
Part of the debate about substantive changes in political decision-making has centred on whether women 
in decision-making must reach a “critical mass” in order to bring about changes in the political arena 
(Dahlerup, 1988). Much of this debate is centred on the “politics of presence” (Phillips, 1995). In these 
debates, the messenger as well as the message is seen as important and women politicians are seen not 
only to be “standing as” women but also “acting for” women as a group once elected (Pitkin, 1967; Norris 
and Lovenduski, 1995). This assertion is based not on a belief in an essential link between sex and 
representation but on the way in which women experience the world and how this affects their actions if 
elected as political representatives. Williams (1998: 106) indicates: “The representative who is capable of 
acting as an advocate for women’s interests must have some understanding of the ways in which the lives 
of her constituency are shaped by the privilege of men and the most effective starting point for that 
knowledge is the fact of her own experience of exclusion and subordination.” 
The critical mass argument is primarily applied to situations where women have not reached 30% in 
decision-making bodies. The argument is that it is unrealistic to expect major changes until women’s 
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representation has reached a critical mass because a small number of women in politics tend to be tokens. 
Originally the term critical mass was borrowed from nuclear physics, where it refers to the quantity needed 
to start a chain reaction, an irreversible turning point, a take-off into a new process or situation. By analogy, 
it has been said that a qualitative shift will take place when women exceed a proportion of 30% in an 
organisation. In this way, the move from a small to a large minority is significant. Thus the numbers or 
rather percentages count (Dahlerup, 1988). 
The critical mass theory is mainly used to cover two different situations. Firstly, it is being used by female 
politicians who are defending themselves against the critique primarily brought forward by the women’s 
movements and some feminists that women politicians do not make enough of a difference once elected. 
Secondly, advocates of enhancing women’s representation have frequently used the critical mass 
argument. It is said that political parties should nominate not just the obligatory lone woman but at least a 
critical mass of women, because the voters demand it or in order to ensure that the elected women are not 
just a token few. The 2000s decade has witnessed the critical mass argument being used among 
advocates of the introduction of electoral gender quotas in order to affect a rapid increase in the number of 
female politicians (Dahlerup, 2005). 
International organisations, transnational networks, party politicians, women’s activists, and even ordinary 
citizens argue that women should constitute 30% of all political bodies, the magic number where women in 
decision-making are said to be able to make a difference (Mansbridge, 2003). As the notion of critical mass 
has gained wide currency in the real world, however, many scholars have come to question its utility and 
relevance for analysing women’s behaviour in decision-making bodies. Indeed as the number of studies 
grows, it is increasingly obvious that there is neither a universal nor a single relationship between the 
percentage of women elected to political office and the passage of decisions or legislations beneficial to 
women as a group (Mansbridge, 2003). In some cases, women are able to work more effectively together 
as their numbers grow, but in others, women appear to make a difference – in fact, sometimes a greater 
difference – when they form a small minority of representatives, either because their increased numbers 
provoke a backlash among male counterparts or because their increased numbers allow individual women 
to pursue other policy goals. These contradictions thus raise the question of whether should feminists give 
up on critical mass, or are there any compelling reasons either theoretical or practical for retaining the 
concept in debates on women’s political representation (Childs and Krook, 2006). 
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The concept of critical mass has provided optimism to scholars, activists and politicians interested in 
promoting both the descriptive and substantive representation of women. To most of them the entry of 
women to political office has not yet resulted in the widespread of feminisation of politics because there are 
simply not enough of them to “make a difference” (Phillips, 1995). The solution therefore, has been to argue 
for measures to achieve a “critical mass” of women who could press for women-friendly policy changes. As 
these claims have grown increasingly more popular in the policy world, a growing amount of scholarly 
research has cast their validity into doubt. 
Given the above opposing views, should feminists give up on critical mass? The answer can be both yes 
and no. On the one hand, it is believed that the critical mass theory should be firmly discarded. Expecting 
an automatic change once women attain a certain proportion of seats in decision-making bodies is 
theoretically dubious and perhaps even more seriously undermines the case for women’s increased 
presence if existing female politicians appear to be failing women as a group (Childs, 2004). On the other 
hand, it is recognised that the concept of critical mass has proven extremely useful in making concrete 
gains in the “real world”, as it insists that a few token individuals are not sufficient for provoking large-scale 
policy changes. To reconcile these two theoretical and practical concerns, two propositions can be made: 
 (a) Opening up the research question to explore the various actors, strategies, and outcomes consistent 
with the substantive representation of women across space and time; and 
 (b) Focusing on “critical actors” and their role in pursuing policy change, either alone or together with 
others as a more precise, theoretical and practical strategy for understanding which kinds of women and 
men are most likely to represent women’s concerns in political office (Childs and Krook, 2006: 20). 
To advocate giving up on critical mass is neither an insignificant nor a purely academic concern. It runs the 
very real risk of leaving supporters of women’s representation without a crucial tool for increasing the 
number of women elected to political office. A closer look at the academic literature, however, reveals that it 
has been interpreted and applied in many different ways. In her seminal contributions to these debates, 
Kanter (1977: 238) outlines three expectations regarding increased numbers of women in political life which 
are: 
(a) With an increase in their relative numbers, women are potential allies, can form coalitions, and 
can affect the culture of the group; 
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(b) With an increase in their relative numbers, women can begin to become individuals 
differentiated from one another and; 
(c) With an increase in their absolute numbers, despite few changes in their relative numbers, 
women can develop supportive alliances and affect the culture of the group so long as they are 
“feminist” or “women-identified women.”  
Bringing these three insights into the field of women and politics, Dahlerup (1988) tests the first conjecture 
but ultimately uses her evidence to reject the notion of critical mass in favour of “critical acts” on the 
grounds that relative proportions of women seem to be less important than individual policy entrepreneurs 
in explaining women-friendly policy gains. 
The critical mass theory reveals multiple facets within what might be considered the substantive 
representation of women. There is need to open up a range of possibilities for defining what acting for 
women might constitute in various places and times. The critical mass theory does not in itself explain, 
however, how changes in the numbers of women in political assemblies translate more concretely into 
specific policy outcomes. There is need therefore, to distinguish between critical mass and critical actors in 
order to identify the concrete representatives and not vague imperatives of “sex” or “gender”, which put in 
motion individual and collective campaigns for women friendly policy change. 
3.6.1 Critical Actors 
Critical actors are people who initiate policy proposals on their own, even when women form a small 
minority and embolden others to take steps to promote policies for women. In some situations, individual 
men may play a crucial role in advancing women’s policy concerns (Tamerius, 1995; Cellis, 2004). Their 
common feature is relatively low threshold for political action. Critical actors hold attitudes similar to those 
of other representatives. They are more motivated than others to initiate women-friendly policy reforms. 
Although they may operate alone, they may also stimulate others to act, setting in motion a momentum for 
policy change, or alternatively provoking a backlash among those opposed to fundamental reforms. As 
such, their shape and impact are not absolute as smaller numbers of women may join together in 
decisionmaking bodies to promote common goals with great success, while larger numbers may enhance 
the opportunity for critical acts but may also foil their effects. 
The concept of critical actors enables an acknowledgement that women’s substantive representation can 
occur in the absence of large numbers or percentages of women. Hence, rather than looking for “when 
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women make a difference” or “whether women act for women”, gender and politics scholars should 
examine “how the substantive representation of women occurs” (Childs, 2004). The development of this 
approach reflects not only the perception that the link between women’s descriptive and substantive 
representation is more complicated than often acknowledged, but also that existing empirical research itself 
points to the need for such a shift in research questions and focus. There is therefore a need for a move 
away from an analysis of what ‘women’ do in particular political institutions at the macro level (national 
government), to an investigation of political actors at the micro level (local government). Childs and Krook 
(2006: 6) support the role of critical actors by indicating that mechanisms for the real representation of 
women lie within the “critical acts that can lead to changes and change the position of minorities in society.” 
These critical acts include the “introduction of quotas for women, recruitment of women, equality legislation 
and institutions, and most importantly the willingness and ability of the minority to mobilise the resources of 
the organisation or institution” (Dahlerup, 1988: 296). 
3.6.2 Critical Structures 
The European Network of Experts (1997) argues that the structural elements of each country’s political 
system and environment exert a strong influence on women’s effective participation in policy-making. Some 
particularly important aspects of the political environment are: 
(a) The intensity of ideological conflicts and their impact on society, for instance through profound 
violence and disruption; 
(b) Whether gender equality issues are regarded as politically salient; 
(c) The degree to which parties are open to dialogue with social movement actors, particularly the 
women’s movement; and 
(d) Extreme poverty and human suffering and resulting economic and social dislocation. 
The most critical determinant of women’s ability to make a difference is the nature of governance and 
of the political mainstream. The degree of accountability varies among countries. In patronage-oriented 
systems, accountability will tend to be defined by narrower personal, family or clan interests as well as 
those of political groups and patrons. More democratic governance is accompanied by more developed 
mechanisms for public accountability. There is a notion of public good, decision-making posts are 
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viewed as positions of public trust and citizens are more politically mature, aware of their rights and 
likely to demand accountability from public officials (European Network of Experts, 1997). 
3.7 Quota System and Proportional Representation 
Chowdhury (1994) discussed the reservation of quotas for women in the national parliaments as well as at 
the local government level. She inquired whether the presence of women in political bodies was only 
symbolic or if they indeed do they play an effective role in national and local politics. Her study concluded 
that the rationale for the reservation of positions for women was not intended to create equality of 
opportunity or outcome for a disadvantaged social category. Actually it was only considered because it is a 
convenient device to facilitate entry into the decision-making bodies of an excluded and vulnerable group. 
Quotas for women entail that women must constitute a certain number or percentage of the members of a 
body, whether it is a candidate list, a parliamentary assembly, a committee or a government. Quotas aim at 
increasing women’s representation in publicly elected or appointed institutions such as national 
governments, parliaments and local governments. Gender quotas draw legitimacy from the discourse of 
exclusion, according to which the main reason for women’s under-representation are the exclusionary 
practices of the political parties and the political institutions at large. Quotas place the burden of candidate 
recruitment not on the individual women, but on those who control the recruitment processes, first and 
foremost the political parties. They force those who nominate and select to start recruiting women and give 
women a chance which they do not have today in most parts of the world (Dahlerup, 2005). 
Quotas are generally seen as a positive action of laws allocating quotas for women to assist in the 
promotion of gender balance in decision-making bodies. Most of the countries that have achieved 
significant increases in women’s representation have done so through the use of quotas – a form of 
affirmative action in favour of women (Mutume, 2004). In 1990, the United Nations Economic and Social 
Council endorsed a target of 30% women in decision-making positions in the world by 1995. This target 
was far from met, since in 1995 only 10% of the world’s parliamentarians were women and in 2005 only 
16%, still far from one-third (IPU, 2007). Quotas are considered as a legitimate means of securing this end 
(Agbalajobi, 2009). Quotas are also seen as a means of remedying women’s under-representation 
precisely because they acknowledge that women do not constitute a politically distinct group with interests 
limited to gender-related concerns. Some feminists and political scholars have argued that the 
representation of women can also be realised in the form of electoral quota systems which can be applied 
at three different stages of the election process in the form of: 
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(a) A rule that requires that a certain percentage of women are represented in the list of 
candidates to be short-listed for consideration as electoral candidates; 
(b) Requiring parties to ensure that up to 50% of candidates to be placed on the ballot are women; 
and 
(c) A certain percentage of parliamentary and local government seats being reserved for women.   
This is becoming the most common form of gender quota assignment (Dahlerup, 2005). 
3.7.1 Why Quotas should be reserved for Women 
 The quota debate is riddled with arguments for and against. Various theorists (Kanter, 1977; Dahlerup, 
1988; Phillips, 1995) have argued that quotas for women are important for the following reasons: 
(a) Elected women will serve as role models to other young and old women, encouraging them to 
participate in politics and even contest future elections; 
(b) It is matter of justice that women be included in political structures, as they constitute more than 
50% of the population and therefore should not be absent from spheres of power; 
(c) Elected women will bring “women’s interests” to the formal political sphere. Because men do not 
understand women’s interests, male-dominated political institutions either leave them off the 
agenda, or they act in a manner that indirectly damages women’s position; 
(d) Elected women will transform the very culture of politics. This argument relies on an assumption 
that women are more caring and cooperative individuals, therefore less prone to factionalism 
and corruption. Women will then be able to transform today’s ‘dirty politics’ into a more equitable, 
kind and participatory politics; 
(e) Most representatives are confined to voting along party political lines and have few moments of 
autonomy. In these opportunities for independent thinking, the character and identity of the 
representatives is significant. Women through their various identities can therefore contribute to 
the political discourse by adding their unique perspective; and 
(f) There is symbolic relevance. The quotas dismantle the status quo and let women feel, and be 
seen, as represented in the formal decision-making process (Phillips, 1995). 
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Other scholars have argued that women do not have a feminist consciousness, and thus their descriptive 
participation through the gender quota will not make any difference to either politics or to women’s interests 
(Farzana, 2002). It has also been riddled with an essentialist assumption that women are an 
undifferentiated category rather than one divided by class, ethnicity, religion and the urban or rural divide. 
The treatment of women as a homogeneous group negates the diversity in their social status. Thus, the 
adequate representation on the reserved seats of the different interests of women belonging to different 
social groups was ignored. This essentialist approach to gender quotas gave a free hand to political leaders 
to nominate women of their own choice from their families and from the elite class to the reserved seats for 
women (Farzana, 2002). As far as mechanisms of representation sponsored by the state are concerned, it 
is now fairly well established that it is only in countries where there are quotas enabling women’s 
representation that the presence of women in institutions of local governance exceed 15%. However, there 
is no uniformity of design or practice as far as quotas are concerned. The variety of quota arrangements in 
different countries and their comparative weaknesses and strength are briefly listed below. 
3.7.1.1 Bangladesh: Proportional Representation with a Constitutional Quota 
In Bangladesh, Article 9 of the Constitution promotes the special representation of women in local 
government. In recent years, a constant pressure on the Union Parishad (the lowest tier of the existing local 
government structure in Bangladesh) from academia, citizens and women’s groups, a protected process, to 
provide adequate gender representation has led to the Union Parishad Amendment Act 1997 (Panday, 
2008). This in itself was a remarkable initiative for providing adequate representation to women. 
The Constitution of Bangladesh provides equality of women and men. There is no legal barrier to women 
contesting or voting for any elective office, including that of the Head of State. Article 9 of the Constitution 
promotes the special representation of women in local government (Constitution of the People’s Republic of 
Bangladesh, 1972). Although the constitution grants equal rights to all citizens in all spheres of life, there 
have been very few women in local government. In 1976, a provision was made for two nominated female 
members in addition to nine elected members and one chairperson in each Union Parishad, which 
increased to three nominated women members in 1983 (Panday, 2008). In 1992, it was changed to indirect 
election where three nominated women members in each local government body were supposed to be 
elected by the chairperson and other elected members. This process of filling women’s seats in the local 
councils totally ignored the scope of women’s active participation and role in these political organisations 
where policies are decided and crucial plans for local development are formulated. The nominated women 
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could not play more than the role of a ‘yes’ person of the chairperson and members, who were 
predominantly men (Khan, 1993).In 1997, the Union Parishad Ordinance of 1983 was amended and 
through this amendment, for the first time, provision was made for direct elections for the female members 
to three reserved seats for women in the Union Parishad (The Local Government Union Parishad 
Amendment Act, 1997). 
In Bangladesh, though the female chairpersons and members have gained enough confidence in their 
ability to discharge administrative duties, the discriminatory attitude of their male counterparts has been the 
main stumbling block. According to the Local Government Ordinance, elected women Union Parishad 
members will act as chairperson in at least three of 12 standing committees of the Union Parishad. But in 
reality it is found that in many of the Union Parishads, the Standing Committees have not been formed. 
Moreover, where they are formed, the women members have no responsibilities despite their inclusion in 
the committees (Shamim, 1999; Gay, 2002). 
It is necessary to explain the significance of the 1997 Act as compared to earlier reform initiatives. The said 
Act introduced the system of direct elections for women at the local government level for the first time. As a 
result, direct election has generated considerable enthusiasm among women in Bangladesh. Prior to the 
introduction of this Act in 1997, the number of women contesting local government elections was too small 
to be viewed as examples (Panday, 2008). As the direct election system came into operation, the people of 
Bangladesh have increasingly accepted that women would take part in local government elections. 
However, the process came under serious threat from religious fundamentalists in some places who 
declare fatwa (in Islamic legal parlance, this refers to the clarification of an ambiguous judicial point or an 
opinion by a jurist trained in Islamic law) by saying that Islamic Law does not permit women’s leadership 
and that casting votes in favour of women is illegal (Shehabuddin, 1999). Notwithstanding this, women 
have participated in local elections in an increasing number (Shamim and Nasreen, 2002). 
3.7.1.2 Ghana: Proportional Representation with no Constitutional Quota 
Since independence in 1957, Ghana has gone through a number of efforts to decentralise political and 
administrative authority from the centre to the local level. The most comprehensive effort began in 1988, 
when extensive powers and competencies were transferred to districts. A total of 110 district assemblies 
were created as legislative, executive, planning and rating authorities (Ofey-Aboagye, 2000). The 
decentralisation process was undertaken with the key aspirations in mind: 
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(a) To provide more responsive, equitable and participatory development; 
(b) To bring government and decision making nearer to the people and quicken the processes; and 
(c) To serve as a training ground in political activity. 
The requirements in the design of the decentralisation process should have made the participation of 
women in public decision-making easier. They include those for a non-partisan local government system, 
the freedom to use the local language for the business of the assembly and the discretion in creating 
additional sub-committees. The latter could have provided a sharper focus on responding to the concerns 
of various sections of the population, especially women. The initial participation of women in local 
government was low and has remained so. In 1994, women made up about 3% of the elected members. In 
1998, this proportion rose to 5%. This was very interesting given that women constitute just about half of all 
registered voters (Ofey-Aboagye, 2000). 
In 1998, the Government of Ghana gave a directive that reserved 30% of the appointed membership of 
assemblies for women. Examinations of the proportions of appointed members suggest that assemblies 
selected just around 30%, even though that was supposed to be the minimum. In 1994 only three of the 
110 Presiding Members (custodians of the good behaviour and financial propriety in the assembly) were 
women. In 2010, women accounted for only 19 out of 230 positions in parliament (8.3%), and as few as 11 
out of 170 (6.5%) District Chief Executives in local government (Crawford, 2010). 
Women have been constrained from entering local level politics by the lack of finances for campaigning and 
time constraints needed to manage domestic responsibilities, income generation activities and political 
work. The widely held perception that political activity is ‘dirty’ and not for decent women has also acted as 
a barrier. Women have also not been voted for because politics is often viewed as belonging to an arena 
which is best managed by men (UNDP, 1998). Inside the assemblies, women are yet to make their 
presence felt. In spite of the increases in their numbers provided for by the government directive, their 
performance has been muted. This has been attributed to lack of self-confidence, a limited capacity to 
communicate in English and a lack of understanding of assembly procedures. 
Two main approaches were adopted to try and make local government more responsive to women and 
gender concerns and to help enhance women’s participation in governance. The first category has focused 
on building the capacity of women to aspire to, attain and perform in local government office; and on 
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women’s groups to engage local governments. The second has sought to encourage stakeholder 
institutions such as the district assemblies, training institutions and agencies providing services and 
implementing development initiatives to provide appropriate support to women’s concerns by targeting, 
positive action, creating an enabling environment for their participation, advocacy, education and the 
provision of resources. In both approaches, there has been extensive European support, materially, 
financially and in the form of technical assistance. Other strategies adopted by European development 
organisations have aimed at mainstreaming gender by recognising and providing for gender differences in 
the design and implementation of programmes and activities (Ofey-Aboagye, 2000). 
3.7.1.3 South Africa: Proportional Representation with Political Party Quotas 
In South Africa, the African National Congress (ANC) demanded equality of status in the ANC and sought 
to expand their access to power but did not make demands for special mechanisms until the early 1990s, 
when the transition to democracy opened space to adopt a new approach (Hassim, 2009). Shortly after 
coming into power in 1994, the ruling ANC of South Africa adopted a non-sexist constitution and a national 
strategy for advancing gender equality that put South Africa at the cutting edge of experience in state-
initiated gender policies and structures (Goetz and Hassim, 2003). As a result of the structures and 
procedures developed, which are in turn constitutionally enshrined, South Africa is heralded internationally 
as having one of the most progressive policy frameworks for improving the participation and representation 
of women in politics. 
Following the 1995/96 local government elections, only 19% of councillors were women, resulting in heavily 
male-dominated local councils (Robinson, 1995). This was as a result of the fact that for local government 
the ward system runs alongside proportional representation. This system accounted for only 40% of seats, 
and within it even the ANC was not prepared to use its full 30% quota for women in its local government 
electoral list (Mbatha, 2003). However, by the 2000 elections, the organised voice of women became 
stronger, with the result that women constituted 28.2% of local government councillors. This was largely the 
result of the Municipality Structures Act of 1998 which included guidelines stating that “every party must 
seek to ensure that 50% of the candidates on the party list are women and those women and men 
candidates are evidently distributed through the list.” The legislation also provides for equal representation 
between women and men on the Ward Committees, something fought for by the Gender and Advocacy 
Programme (GAP) and other organisations and considered to be a significant victory at the time. While 
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these were guidelines and not a statutory requirement, the ANC nevertheless increased its quota of women 
to 46% at the local level.  
Other parties also instituted a local quota, notably the Democratic Alliance (DA), Inkatha Freedom Party 
(IFP) and the African National People’s Organisation (ANPO) (Pottie, 2001). The issue of women’s quotas 
was articulated amid concerns about the risks of entrenching women’s status as a marginalised social 
group confined to and protected through specialised forms of representation. Moreover, the increased 
proportion of women local councillors was achieved by electing a number of women as ward candidates, so 
women did not only enter local government through the proportional representation system. 
3.7.1.4 Lesotho: Constitutional and Political Party Quotas 
Lesotho is the shining example when it comes to women’s representation in local government in the region 
and globally, with 58% women in this sphere. The reason for this is that for the first local government 
elections held in 2005, the country instituted a 30% quota for women through Section 4 of the Local 
Government Amendment Act of 2004. The Amendment provided for reservations of certain constituencies 
for all female competition, guaranteeing the election of at least 30% women representatives in community 
councils. It was the first country in Africa to reserve constituencies for women (Tolmay, 2008).  
Every third constituency was set aside for women and these constituencies will rotate over three 
successive elections, after which the quota system will be reviewed. However, the Lesotho Government 
has been less eager to implement quotas at the national level, with the result that there are less than half 
the numbers of women in parliament compared with local government. But despite resistance to quotas at 
the national level, Lesotho has seen an increase of 13% in the levels of women’s representation in the 
lower house of parliament from 11.6% to 25% in 2007 and women now occupy 53% of local government 
seats, an indication that even where quotas are not being implemented, the representation of women is on 
the agenda and increases are being witnessed (Tolmay, 2008). 
3.7.1.5 Evidence from Other Countries 
In Latin America, 11 countries adopted quotas that established minimum levels for women’s participation in 
elections, and this, in combination with other factors such as social and economic development and 
democratisation, has resulted in a clear rise in women’s political representation in some countries, for 
example Brazil (Irwin, 2009). From an average of 9% in 1990, women’s representation in the lower house 
of the national parliament increased to 17% in 2005. Sweden and Norway implemented a 40% quota for 
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women’s representation in political parties and by 2005 it had 45.3% women in its legislatures. Some of the 
countries which achieved a 30% quota by 2005 are: Finland (37.5%), Denmark (38%), the Netherlands 
(36.7%), Norway (36.4%), Cuba (36%), Spain (36%), Belgium (35.3%), Costa Rica (35.1%) (UNRISD, 
2005). Within the 2015 deadline for MDGs approaching for gender parity in decision-making structures, 
only five SADC countries are significantly close to the target of parity in parliament, having gone above the 
30% threshold previously set by regional leaders for representation of women. These are; Seychelles 
(43.8%), Mozambique (39.2%), South Africa (42.3%), Tanzania (36%) and Angola (34.1%) (SADC Gender 
Monitor, 2013).  
It can therefore be observed that the practice of the quota system assists in reducing the low level of 
women’s participation in politics, a veritable solution to male-dominated patriarchal societies. It also 
stereotypes the presence of women, which changes the face of decision-making, providing opportunities for 
substantive input. This method contributes to a greater extent in improving female intention to participate in 
politics despite prevailing political structures  and societal norms, as “a women’s experience is needed and 
necessary in political life and policy making in order to represent the entire society” (Phillips, 1995). Quotas 
do not discriminate but compensate women for actual barriers that prevent them from pursuing a political 
career. 
3.8 Women’s Interests 
There is a coherent category of women’s interests reflecting a coherent notion of women’s identity. These 
interests and identity are based on a shared history of political marginalisation as well as on experiences 
that women continue to share as a group. Moreover, as previously noted this research also argues that 
some gendered social pressures cued by ‘social markers’ (marriage, disability, ethnicity and religion among 
others) serve to reinforce women’s sense of identity as women (Guttman, 2003). There are interests that 
women share as a group, and the odds that female representatives will engage actively in advancing those 
interests increases when these social markers obtain. This formulation addresses what is often described 
as conceptual blurring between women as an interest group and women as an identity group. The social 
markers of motherhood and marriage signal both experiences and perspectives shared among many 
women as well as shared interests. These effects are intensified for older cohorts of women, whose 
experiences as mothers and in marriage were shaped in more traditional eras that highlighted gendered 
inequalities. 
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In order to assess the content of women’s interests, studies can seek external indicators (obtaining 
situations or experiences that women share and inferring interest based upon them) or they can ask the 
people themselves for example through surveys or similarly direct means. Either way there is significant 
variation among women, such that it is difficult to define women’s interests accurately in a narrow way 
(Beckwith and Connel-Meyers, 2007). In spite of this significant variation among women, many studies of 
women’s interests have dramatically simplified the range and diversity of women’s interests, often 
conflating women’s interests with feminism broadly understood (Squires, 1999). On the other hand, this 
conflation is understandable. Feminist goals – for example, to expand women’s reproductive rights motivate 
many women’s movements lobbying in the public sphere. However, not all women, including women 
representatives, share the same stance towards feminism. Progressive and conservative women alike may 
self-identify as advocates of women’s interests, and it is important to acknowledge these perspectives. 
Sapiro (1981: 701) in her article “When Are Interests Interesting?” is the first among scholarly work to 
address the question of women’s interests directly. She argues that definitions of political interests are 
largely rooted in historical context observing that “in the beginning there was no problem of political 
representation of women.” There was no problem, because it was assumed that “women were represented” 
by their husbands, whose interests they were assumed to share. 
Phillips (1995: 53) writes that the socio-structural differences between women and men “will generate 
significantly different experiences.” However, Phillips also addresses more general factors distinguishing 
between women and men’s political interests. She points out that by the 1990s most feminists focused on 
the differences among women rather than the similarities in an effort to avoid essentialism, but the social 
fact is that there are broad patterns of similar experiences among women. Although not every woman 
shares in these events, rural women experience the same challenges at the local government level 
disproportionately. No other established constituency would be subject to the expectation that every 
member share identical experiences or agree on everything. If one can talk about interests and interest 
groups at all, then one can also talk about women’s interests. And if one can talk about women’s interests, 
Phillips suggests that one can also talk about women’s identity. 
These conceptions of representation lie at the heart of much feminist debate about whether women should 
seek gender parity in formal politics. If elected representatives claim to represent ideology or interests, then 
the gender of the representatives may not matter at all. The representatives are simply expected to 
represent pre-formed and clearly articulated interests and ideas for which they are held accountable 
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through the electoral process (Phillips, 1995). If elected representatives claim to represent women or 
women’s interests, then the case for gender parity in political representatives may appear to be stronger. 
However, questions are then raised as to the degree to which the women elected, who generally come 
from a narrow demographic range in terms of characteristics such as gender, age, race, education or class 
can represent diversity of women in the community (Phillips, 1998). If they cannot represent women’s 
interests, then the arguments for gender parity are conceivably weakened, although this is a contestable 
position. 
The debate from feminist literature has also moved from universalising women as a social category to 
recognise and accept difference and diversity among them that divides them along the lines of class, 
ethnicity, region or race. Currently gender scholars and activists have developed a middle path approach. 
Their standpoint is that women have interests in common and in conflict. They argue that women can 
develop “strategic essentialism” to agree on issues of common interest and can engage in the politics of 
change together (Farzana, 2002). These different conceptions of representation also connote different 
feminist strategies in regard to women’s involvement in representative institutions. Acceptance of a 
conception of representation as functional representation suggests a strategy of inclusion whereby women 
seek equality within these institutions on the same terms as men. Acceptance of a conception of 
representation as social representation suggest either a strategy of reversal, rejecting engagement with 
representative institutions, or a strategy of displacement whereby women seek inclusion in representative 
institutions in order to transform them. 
3.9 Women’s Triple Roles 
Moser (1987) indicates that if one is to understand local government in terms of responses to local needs 
and how to involve people in the decision-making process, there is a strong case to consider women. From 
a planning point of view, Riley (1990) argues that disaggregation of groups is essential for strategic 
planning to achieve equality. Women constitute a distinct category with specific planning and policy needs 
differences among women according to race and class. Local government is important to women both for 
the satisfaction of their practical gender needs and for transforming gender relations, hence empowering 
women. Because of specific roles to which women are constrained, they have a particular relationship to 
local government as both producers and consumers.  
Assessing the roles performed by low-income women in Third World countries, Moser (1987) makes the 
useful distinction between women's reproductive, productive and community management roles. It is worth 
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examining her argument in some detail. Moser (1987) points out that the three roles she identifies cannot 
be seen as separate from each other. It is their very interdependence that is the critical determinant in 
identifying women's needs. Thus for instance, while reproductive and domestic work often determine a 
woman's ability to participate in the labour force; this may also determine the extent to which she has free 
time to participate in community work or management. By the same token, women’s primary responsibility 
for reproduction and domestic work confines them to the community. This in turn makes them important 
consumers of local services. Together these roles place them in an advantageous position and ensures 
that they have a commitment to and aptitude for community work and, indeed, local government when their 
participation is facilitated. The three roles are looked at in detail below (Gwagwa, 1991). 
3.9.1 Women’s Reproductive Role 
Moser (1987) argues that women in their reproductive role as mothers and wives are directly responsible 
for the management (not necessarily control) of the household. This involves all activities around the 
bearing and rearing of children, caring for the old and sick, and the daily maintenance and reproduction of 
the labour force. They perform these tasks in the context of the prevailing sexual division of labour. In their 
reproductive role women are important consumers of local government services like health, housing, 
infrastructure, child care, education, transport and social security. Moser (1987) indicates that although 
women are perceived as the consumers of these services, they in fact do that on behalf of the whole family, 
especially children. Women, therefore, in their engendered role as reproducers, are directly affected by the 
organisation of local government. Organisationally and politically power remains centralised. Hence the 
farce of local democracy has ensured that popular demands for change have not been heard, let alone 
responded to, through local government channels. Ideologically and functionally, there is prioritisation of 
production (profit) over consumption (social) needs on one hand, and the almost exclusive concentration on 
white over black consumption needs on the other. These practices have had profound implications for low 
income black women (Moser, 1987). 
3.9.2 Women’s Productive Role 
This recognises the productive roles that women play for example in paid economic work. It is assumed 
that when women work they are only secondary earners. The significance of this for local government is 
threefold: in relation to local government as employer; as creator of a potential employment; and, as the 
site of a healthy, well provided for labour force of both women and men. Moser (1987) argues that if we 
accept that “the family” is where the day-to-day maintenance/reproduction of labourers takes place, local 
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government can relieve women of some of the burden of that maintenance role by provision of appropriate 
services, particularly when women themselves are paid workers and need maintaining and reproducing as 
well. In Zimbabwe women are poorly represented in the local government labour force. Men tend to be 
employed as top and senior management staff while women are employed as junior, administrative and 
part-time staff (Morna and Tolmay, 2010).  
If local government as an employer took a lead in reversing the above situation, this would not only result in 
women improving their income-earning opportunities, but would also improve the service to the public. 
Women as reproducers and community managers have a deep understanding of community needs and a 
vested interest in improved service delivery. They should, therefore, be afforded an opportunity to influence 
policy and determine procedures and practices for implementation. This means that women should not only 
be represented in numbers, but should also be represented in positions of influence and power (Evertzen, 
2001). Central to the success of women in these positions though, will be the adaptation of local 
government structures to take account of the difficulties women workers experience as reproducers. For 
example, local government structures as employers will have to address as a matter of priority issues of 
child care, maternity leave, flexible working hours, job-sharing among other issues. All these are crucial to 
women performing their productive role successfully. As a potential employment creator, local government 
can both influence the private sector and create conditions for independent income-generating activities 
(Chowdhury, 1994).  
3.9.3 Women as Community Managers 
Moser (1987) defines community management as work that women take on at community level, in their 
capacity as reproducers, in pursuit of service provision for the consumption needs of their families. 
Because of lack of such services in rural areas, community management often takes the form of protests at 
the residential level and struggles confronting the state about consumption-related issues. This is all 
reflected in the involvement of women in the structures of civic organisations, despite their being absent 
from leadership positions. Women are involved in residential struggles because of their engendered 
position as mothers and wives. This puts them in a well-placed position for participation in democratic and 
participatory local government structures.  
Increasing women's participation in local government structures, for example by increasing the number of 
women councillors is important, but insufficient (Jayal, 2005). Women’s capacity for identifying needs, for 
defining issues and getting them on to the local government agenda can be enhanced by political 
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participation. It is also important in improving women’s skills. Furthermore, and perhaps more 
fundamentally, participation in local politics has the potential capacity of transforming relations within the 
family. By participating fully in local and community structures, women define and defend both their 
immediate practical gender needs and their longer-term strategic gender interests. They can do this at a 
level where they are most familiar with the issues and where they have the most experience. It will thus be 
important for future local governments to set up political and institutional structures that will allow and 
encourage this process – which is not to suggest that women should be confined to government at the local 
level (Moser, 1987). 
Women’s involvement in politics falls within this role. One question that may be asked is how these women 
participate in politics, for instance as ward councillors. How do they cope or balance their roles in the 
family, at work and as councillors? The role of men in communities is more visible because men usually are 
paid for their productive work, and if they have a community management role it tends to involve political 
organisation and leadership rather than managing for consumption. In contrast, the productive role of 
women is often given little recognition. The reproductive and community management roles of women are 
regarded as natural and non-productive because they do not earn income, so they are often not recognised 
as work (ODA, 1995). 
3.10 Perspectives of Representation 
Representation as revealed by the various models and theories is complex, ambiguous and sometimes 
seemingly contradictory. It is multi-layered and contextual, defying dichotomous classification and exposing 
the limitations of theories based on Western ideas and an assumption of politics as a national practice 
(Irwin, 2009). 
3.10.1 Representation of Communities 
In a study carried out by Irwin (2009) in five countries, women leaders in local government perceive 
themselves as representing their communities regardless of gender although they expressed this in 
different ways. This suggests an orthodox conception of constituency representation or representation from 
below as women leaders are elected by voters within specific geographic constituencies. However, while 
local governments tend to project a view of a single community within a local government area, there is no 
single community but a diverse range of sub-communities comprised of different social and functional 
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groups with different and competing interests, needs and priorities. The question thus arises as to how 
representatives might represent the diverse communities within their constituencies (Beck, 2001).  
3.10.2 Representation of Interests 
Representation of interests generates a conception of functional representation, where representatives are 
“members of, and act as spokespeople for interest groups and social movements whose membership is 
distinct from those of political parties and constituency dwellers” (Squires, 1999: 203). These conceptions 
create an image of representation as detached and almost impersonal, with representatives involved in the 
political processes of developing and implementing policies and programmes and making objective 
decisions in the best interests of those they represent. They reflect an orthodox and predominantly liberal 
ideology which assumes that gender and other factors such as race, colour, and class are, or should be, 
irrelevant, thus ignoring the question of who the representatives are. 
The multidimensional concept of representation can be extended into a language of interests. Jonasdottir 
(1985) points out that the term ‘interest’ comes from the Latin expression inter esse, meaning “to be 
among.” This indicates an understanding of representation, not as giving voice to fixed and well-defined 
interests or identities, but as a demand to be included in a dynamic process and interaction between the 
represented and the representatives. Drawing upon the work of Jonasdottir (1985), the researcher divides 
the concept of interests into two connected aspects: form and content. The form aspect refers to the 
demand for participation in society’s public affairs and spaces, while the content aspect deals with the 
substantive values emerging from political activity. Broadening the definition of interests in this way would 
allow the researcher to go beyond the narrowly understood concept of “women’s interests”, which tend to 
confine women to issues of reproduction, marriage and sexuality.  
Although the above three issues have validity and relevance to nearly all rural women in Zimbabwe, such a 
limited sense of interests is problematic for at least three reasons. First, it constructs women as generic 
beings and reduces them to biological traits, thereby denying the important roles that cultural context, 
religion, socio-economic status and education play in determining interests. These narrow understandings 
deny the diversity and complexity of women. Secondly, by limiting women to issues of reproduction, 
marriage and sexuality, women are not viewed as being unable to put other ‘non-gendered’ issues on the 
political agenda, such as employment, land and housing, nor are rural women offered space to articulate 
their larger visions of development. Thirdly, by calling these women’s interests, it deepens the already large 
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chasm between men and women. The researcher would also be failing to see the role that men play in 
these areas and therefore prevent constructive action by men (Jonasdottir, 1985). 
The notion of interests in many ways lies at the heart of feminist debate on representation. Young (2000), 
challenges orthodox conceptions of representing interests, including those of women, as she claims that 
interests are “self-referring”, frequently conflict and are formed by a commitment to beliefs and values 
which are contestable and varied. For her, representatives should not be treated as a substitute for the 
represented. She recommends reconceptualising representation as a “differentiated relationship” (Young, 
2000: 125). There are two main benefits of Young’s understanding of representation. Firstly, her 
understanding of representation encourages the recognition of the diversity of those being represented. 
Secondly, her analysis of representation emphasises the importance of recognising how representative 
institutions include as well as they exclude. Democratic citizens need to remain vigilant about the ways in 
which providing representation for some groups comes at the expense of excluding others. 
The above situation raises questions about whose interests are likely to be represented in systems that are 
never value-free. Furthermore, Phillips (1998) argues that interests are fluid and always in the process of 
forming and re-forming, and thus not necessarily easy to identify and address. From a slightly different 
perspective, Sapiro (1998) affirms Phillips’s (1998) point about the difficulty of identifying interests in 
political practice by pointing out that in regard to women’s interests, laws and policies need not have 
‘women’ in the title or text. What may not seem to be in the interest of women at first glance is seen to be 
with a deeper and more informed reading of the issue. 
From the existing literature we are made to understand that women are often integrated in the legislatures 
on the account of representing women interests. Women are presumed to be specialists in their own 
interests based on their social experiences and knowledge. It is theorised that women have special needs 
and interests they would like to be represented including such issues as gender, social relations and 
children, welfare, community health services, and production and environment. Anne Phillips observes that 
male and female politicians often reveal distinctly gendered political interests with women expressing 
concerns about education, welfare, and environment while men claim affinity to economy, industry, energy 
and foreign affairs (Phillips 1996:112). We earlier noted similar arguments of scholars like Raaum (1995) 
related to gender division of labour suggesting distinct knowledge and experiences of women in political 
representation. Virginia Sapiro, in agreement with the above assertions, regards “women issues” as “public 
concerns that impinge primarily on the private (especially domestic) sphere of social life and particularly 
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those values associated with children and nurturance” (Sapiro 1981: 703). Such theoretical views suggest 
that women representatives are considered to be experienced and supportive to issues that affect women. 
In respect to this, Anne Phillips observes;  
“Women have distinct interests in relation to child bearing . . . and as society is currently 
constituted they also have particular interests arising from their exposure to sexual harassment and 
violence, their unequal position in the division of paid and unpaid labour, and their exclusion from 
most arenas of economic or political power” (Phillips 1995: 67). 
 
Women interests may originate from moral development and socialisation experiences; hormonal and 
physiological differences that dictate on some behaviour and abilities; or like any politician may, they 
emerge from circumstances of environment including the legal system, and the existing political structures, 
social and economic status, and training and experiences (Prewitt 1970; Diamond and Hartsok 1981; Norris 
1996). They may be similar in some instances, but these interests may also diverge due to a multiplicity of 
overlapping characteristics among women sub-groups, between women and men and between women and 
other social categories. It is unlikely therefore women will entirely act for their fellow women when elected 
into political legislatures on the account of their nature and experiences. It is on the other hand possible to 
have women representing interests beyond their own in response to wishes of the represented who may 
not necessarily be their fellow women. 
3.10.3 Representation of Social Identities 
In contrast to the above conceptions, representation of social identities generates a conception of social 
representation, where representatives represent social groups, such as those based on gender, race and 
sexuality, with which they share common experiences, common commitments and values (Squires, 1999). 
Such a conception draws attention to the composition of representative bodies. Pitkin (1967) argues that 
focusing on the composition of elected bodies is irrelevant and gives undue weight to orthodox conceptions 
of representation. She conceives representation as meaning that representatives act in the interests of the 
represented and in a manner responsive to them. Thus it is what the representatives’ do that is more 
important. This idea of representation means that the processes of determining policy and decision-making 
reflect the interests of the represented. 
Phillips (1995) does not agree with Pitkin’s (1967) argument that ‘who’ the representatives are is irrelevant. 
However, she supports the argument that ‘what’ representatives do is important. Actions are important and 
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Pitkin’s conception of representation fails to acknowledge the complexity of political representation as it 
ignores questions about who determines the interests of the represented and how, and to which of the 
many competing interests, the representatives should respond. She therefore fails to address crucial issues 
about structures of power and the way they shape political life. Pitkin (1967) also disregards questions of 
inequality as pointed out by Phillips (1995). 
Guttman (2003: 9) defines identity groups as “politically significant associations of people who are identified 
with one or more shared social markers, such as gender, race, class, ethnicity, nationality, religion, 
disability and sexual orientation.” These social markers serve both to unite people with one another and 
potentially galvanise them into action. They are politically significant because they shape people’s needs, 
interests and interactions with the state. He continues to argue that what distinguishes social markers of 
group identity is that they carry social expectations about how a person of that particular group is expected 
to think, act and even appear. When these people work together in an organised fashion in politics on the 
basis of their group identities, they are part of identity group politics. The question of how identity functions 
in the process of political representation alongside other influences persists. Many previous studies of the 
representation of women’s interests (women’s substantive representation) have focused on demonstrating 
that female representatives (the presence of whom constitutes women’s descriptive representation) are 
better advocates of women’s interests than male representatives, with the implication that it is group 
membership and shared interests and perspectives-identity that facilitates this outcome. 
The argument that identity shapes individual legislators receives serious attention in political theory 
accounts of representation. However, empirical studies of legislative behaviour tend to focus on party 
affiliation, re-election incentives, constituency characteristics, majority (or government) party status, and 
other factors. These approaches to studying legislative behaviour often emphasise the role of interest 
groups. They do not address identity groups which do rely upon “mutual identification” (Guttman, 2003). 
Moreover, the principles of democratic liberalism tend to focus on individuals, embracing the idea that 
interest groups might aggregate individual interests but resisting the idea that identity groups might play a 
legitimate role in shaping policy outcomes. 
Other scholars pointedly emphasise identity over interests in talking about women as a group. They argue 
that members of an identity group such as women share more than just a list of preferences in common, 
especially if a group has been historically marginalised from political participation. There is also need for 
respect and recognition, not merely for the space to make demands. Squires (2000) describes Young 
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(1990), for example as advocating a representative process that includes as many voices and perspectives 
as possible. This process has the goal not of aggregating interests in an antagonistic way, but rather of 
actively recognising and respecting different perspectives. According to this argument, women’s interests 
are still rooted in their experiences. However, these interests are nonetheless more diffuse than a discrete 
list of demands could accommodate. An identity group has interests, as well as claims on respect and 
recognition and also an interest group does not necessarily share a sense of identity (Young, 2000). 
Nearly all work on women’s substantive representation addresses individual features that facilitate and 
undermine cooperation among women in political office. While many political theorists aim to discern or 
define a shared perspective among women as a group in order to justify calls for their increased political 
presence, most empirical studies stress divisions among women – like race, class, age, and party affiliation 
– that prevent the formulation of a collective legislative agenda (Dodson and Carrol, 1991). Some scholars 
argue that identity categories like ‘women’ are inherently exclusionary and serve to reify on difference while 
erasing and obscuring others (Mishler and Rose, 1997; Carrol, 2001). Furthermore, gender is not a 
prepolitical and fixed identity that women bring with them when they enter politics, but one that is partially 
produced and reproduced within the context of particular decision-making bodies. Others question the 
elision of women’s bodies with feminist minds, on the grounds that being female may matter less than 
‘gender consciousness’ does for achieving feminist outcomes (Reingold, 2000 and Childs, 2004). 
Interest and identity groups are closely related to one another, but several important distinctions require 
considering them separately. Guttman (2003) distinguishes between identity and interest groups by 
observing that in paradigmatic form, identity group politics is bound up with a sense of which people are, 
while interest group politics is bound with a sense of what people want. Guttmann nonetheless emphasises 
that there is likely to be a close connection between these two kinds of groups by indicating that since 
mutual identification and shared membership in identity and collective interests are often mutually 
reinforcing in democratic politics. In terms of collective action based upon identity such as identity politics, 
other theorists point out that this action will only happen when group members recognise their common 
membership (De Beauvoir, 1949). The politics of identity thus involves recognition of and advocacy for 
identity groups, by group members. This is importantly different from actions surrounding interest groups, 
where the person or agent who advocates for specific interests is irrelevant.   
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3.10.4 Representation of Needs 
Diamond and Hartsock (1998: 196) seeks to replace the notion of interests with needs. They argue that the 
language of interests implicitly supports the “right of the strong to prevail in every contest” and fails to 
recognise that human beings have wants and needs, not necessarily interests, with women and men 
having many different wants and needs. They consider that representative institutions cannot include 
women’s needs and therefore reject a strategy of inclusion, advocating instead involvement within informal 
organisations and participatory, rather than representative processes. This assumes that representative 
institutions are incapable of change and also ignores the way in which some voices are louder and others 
are silenced, even in participatory processes. However, the rejection of interests reflects a one-sided 
picture.  
The notion of interests is also about agency and the striving of individuals and groups in a community to 
ensure that their voices are present in decisions that shape their communities. Needs are about 
preferences, desires and wants that give strength and meaning to agency. Others have argued that need 
has a stronger moral basis than interest or opinions, it has paternalistic overtones and “lends itself more 
readily to decision by experts on behalf of the need group” (Phillips, 1995: 73). Rather than focusing on 
needs or interests, the researcher considers the two as different layers of social existence and that needs 
should be mediated by interests in a participatory democracy. Needs and interests are not dichotomous but 
different layers of social existence. Ideally, needs should be mediated by interests. Nevertheless, both are 
problematic if seen as the only basis for representation, as neither addresses adequately the crucial 
question of “who decides?” which needs or interests should be represented. 
3.10.5 Ideological and Functional Representation 
Ideological and functional representation comprises what Phillips (1995: 142) describes as “the politics of 
ideas” where the focus is on what people represent, reflected in the articulation and representation of 
specific policies, with accountability being paramount through regular elections. Phillips (1995) refers to 
social representation as “the politics of presence” where the focus is on the representatives themselves, 
their identities and the degree of shared experience with the social groups they represent. Authenticity 
rather than accountability is privileged under this conception. She argues that conceptions of representation 
as based on either ideas or presence are not only dichotomous but also subordinate to one another and 
assume that ideas and interests are “relatively unproblematic.” Rather than seeing them separately, Phillips 
(1995) argues that representation contains elements of both, thus constituting a politics of ideas and 
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presence that acknowledges the importance of both accountability and authenticity, rather than privileging 
one over the other. 
Young (2000: 127) argues that representation is more properly understood if it is conceived in terms of “the 
character of the relationships between representatives and their constituency, with representatives being 
connected to constituency in determinate ways.” She maintains that there is always a separation between 
representatives and those they represent, so no person can “stand for and speak as a plurality of other 
persons.” Phillips (1998: 142) also argues that a presumption that one has to be a member of a social 
group “to understand or represent the group’s interests” is false, as is any assumption that all members of a 
group think the same. As she points out, representative systems sometimes fail to be sufficiently 
democratic not because the representatives fail to stand for the will of the constituency, but because they 
have lost connection with them. In modern mass democracies, it is indeed easy to sever relations between 
representatives and their constituency and difficult to maintain them (Young, 2000). 
The above argument by Young is that representatives, through maintaining connection with constituencies, 
of necessity communicate with people with different perspectives and experiences from their own. This 
experience of difference, maintained over time, can lead to a transformation from “an initial self-regarding 
stance to a more objective appeal to justice” (Young, 2000: 108). In other words, sustained contact 
facilitates understanding, empathy and inclusive political decision-making. This conception emphasises the 
relational nature of representation and also offers the potential for change that transformational feminists 
see as essential. 
3.10.6 Representation as a Maternal Role 
In a research carried out in Philippines by Roces in 1998, women perceive their representation as a 
maternal role. She argues that many women have been able to “transform the traditional patriarchal 
characteristics of governance” in that country by treating their constituencies as part of their extended 
families (Roces, 1998: 89). She further states that the success of women in local politics could well be 
attributed to their “application of particular gendered practices of cleanliness, orderliness, attention to detail, 
meticulous concern for the budget (all housekeeping skills) and extending a personal, motherly concern for 
their constituency” (Roces, 1998: 90). 
The perception of representation as a maternal role would worry some Western feminists as reflecting what 
might be seen as essentialist maternal qualities. These feminists believe that using difference from men as 
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the basis for an argument for women’s presence in politics leads to counter-arguments that “women are 
biologically unsuited to the bellicosity of political life” (Allwood and Wadia, 2004: 388). Nevertheless, the 
notion of care which includes the care women provide for their families, is gaining support in contemporary 
feminist political theory and debate. Tronto (1996) asserts that the idea of care as a political concept has 
been excluded from orthodox politics because it is seen as “above” politics, thus reflecting “gendered 
assumptions that profoundly shape our political views” (Tronto, 1996: 140). She argues that including care 
as a political concept would emphasise the importance of activities that have been seen traditionally as 
women’s duties. Doing so would have the potential to “change our sense of political goals and provide us 
with additional ways to think politically”, as it starts from a local concern and allows “a more open approach 
to the problem of otherness” (Tronto, 1996: 146). Indeed, the focus of all women on responding to needs 
can be perceived as one, although not the only aspect of care, elucidating Tronto’s argument. A perception 
of representation as a maternal role would lend qualified weight to an argument for increased 
representation of women in local government. However, the idea of care as a political concept is complex, 
requiring more than a focus on needs and women’s traditional duties. Such a focus could simply reflect 
women accepting the gendered structures within which they are embedded. As Porter (1999: 19) points 
out, “care may be merely dutiful rather than care in an ethically positive sense.” 
3.11 From Representation to Participation 
The efforts deployed in ensuring the equitable representation for women in decision-making bodies 
implicitly assume that this would be an adequate mechanism to guarantee their participation in these 
institutions. Representation can be enhanced through legal and institutional means and such efforts have 
been mainly concerned with quotas and the design of electoral systems. The research argues that while 
participation is obviously contingent upon representation, it would be a mistake to see representation as an 
end in itself. It is tempting to assume that better representation will guarantee higher participation. 
However, the evidence clearly shows that even legally mandated quotas and mechanisms ostensibly 
designed to enhance the representation of women can be easily undermined by elements of the 
institutional design itself. The higher the numerical presence of women in representative bodies alone 
cannot ensure their more effective participation in these bodies. 
Effective participation cannot be legislated. It involves the creation of a political, social and cultural 
environment in which women acquire the awareness, information base and confidence to articulate their 
concerns, and an institutional environment that is receptive and responsive to such articulations. This 
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arguably requires more committed and sustained initiatives by political parties and civil society. Such 
interventions need to be innovative but also sensitive to the particularity of social context, because despite 
the many shared attributes of patriarchy, what works in South Africa may not work in Ghana or India (Jayal, 
2005). As such, while laws and institutions can create the conditions for representation, political parties and 
civil society – especially women’s organisations and the women’s movement – have an important role to 
play in creating the conditions for effective participation. 
3.12 Participation 
Defining and measuring political participation is by no means straightforward. Yet, how one defines political 
participation has important consequences for the conclusions drawn about the extent and nature of 
women’s participation. Early studies tended to adopt narrow definitions (Childs, 2004). There is need to 
define genuine participation because it would be useful in distinguishing between mere mobilisation of 
people to implement what the government has predetermined will take place and the actual participation 
and decision-making by the people themselves. The concept of participation is becoming less concerned 
with participation in projects and programmes and beginning to focus more on participation in policy 
processes. Participation can be defined as taking part as an individual and as a community in decision-
making in each step of the development process. As a term it is also used to refer to semi-autonomous 
statutory authorities who are elected by the local people and are legally responsible for the planning and 
implementation of specific functions. 
Otzen (1999) defines participation as a process through which stakeholders influence and share control 
over development initiatives and the decisions and resources which affect them. Similarly, “Community, 
public or citizen participation is the act of allowing individual citizens within a community to take part in the 
formulation of policies and proposals on issues that affect the whole community” (Onibokun and Faniran, 
1995: 9). More radical definitions of participation, however, not only emphasise community involvement in 
the processes of local development, but also demand that social development lead to empowerment of 
community members. This involves social change to bring about improved living conditions within a 
community and is especially significant to women. Therefore emphasis on participation is crucial in that the 
formerly disadvantaged must be the central targets. Liebenberg (1999: 6) supports the above assertion by 
defining participation as “the organised efforts to increase the control over and access to resources and 
regulative institutions in society, on the part of individual citizens, groups, movements of those hitherto 
excluded from such control aimed at the socio-economic development of the whole community.” 
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The term participation is also defined by Theron (2005: 114) as an activity “where specified groups, sharing 
the same interests or living in a defined geographic area, actively pursue the identification of their needs 
and establish mechanisms to make their choice effective.” According to Theron (2005: 117), “the strong 
interpretation of participation equates participation with empowerment”. In this case empowerment is 
associated with community or public self-mobilisation, decentralised decision-making, participatory role of 
civil society in development, and a “call for a bottom-up approach in which power is given to civil society” 
(Theron, 2005: 117). Participation therefore, refers to public participation as the creation or empowerment 
of local forums, community organisations, as well as joint planning efforts and activities involving the public. 
The non-existence, decline or non-empowerment of such activities implies a lack of citizen participation. 
Evidence of the desire as well as the actions taken for a community initiative and collective efforts are a 
manifestation of community participation. 
In terms of process, participation appears to be an even broader concept than decision-making, because in 
most cases “it starts well before the decision in question is made and extends well beyond it” (Chinsinga, 
2003: 139). The core issue is that participation “is not an end in itself, the aim is to create a ‘virtuous circle’ 
whereby participation in specific local initiatives leads in turn to increased levels of public interest in, and 
involvement with, local affairs” (Lowndes and Sullivan, 2004: 57). Meyer and Cloete (in Theron, 2005: 124) 
explain that ‘authentic public participation’ normally goes through four stages, namely: 
    (a) The involvement of legitimate democratically elected political representatives; 
    (b) The involvement of leaders of legitimate organisations which represent community interests; 
    (c) The involvement of individual opinion leaders in the community; and 
     (d) The direct involvement of ordinary community members at grassroots level in massive activities. It 
follows therefore, that participation is highly linked to the notion of representation. 
Uphoff (cited in Khan, 1993) identified four main kinds of participation, which are distinct but interrelated. 
These are: 
(a) Participation in decision-making in identifying problems, formulating alternative planning activities, 
allocating resources among other issues; 
(b) Participation in implementation in carrying out activities, managing and operating programmes; 
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(c) Participation in economic, political, social or other benefits individually or collectively; and 
(d) Participation in evaluation of the activity and its outcomes for feedback purposes. 
According to Nelson and Wright (1996), there is a distinction between participation as a means and 
participation as an end. As a means, participation is used to accomplish the aims of a project more 
efficiently, effectively or cheaply and as an end, it has to do with a community setting up a process to 
control its own development. In spite of the diversity, it implies power relations between members of a 
community on one hand and between them and the state and its institutions on the other hand. Thus, 
participation goes beyond compensatory limits if there is power shifts between people and policy-makers 
and resource-holding institutions. 
Local political participation is not a spontaneous social phenomenon which operates in isolation. It is 
“mediated by communication” and more importantly, it is through this communication that “citizens acquire 
information about issues and problems in the community and learn of opportunities and ways to participate” 
(McLeod, Scheufele and Moy, 1999: 316). In other words the issue of political parties and politicians is 
crucial in public participation because what one observes in local governance is that “policy makers and 
politicians are integrating programmes to address citizen participation.” In effect “true participation is about 
power, and the exercise of power is politics.” It therefore follows that “participation inevitably becomes 
simply a manifestation of a broader political process.” 
Political participation is one of the major ways to ensure women’s empowerment, to increase decision-
making power and enhance ability to influence matters that affect their lives in the community and in the 
larger society. In a broader sense, participation in politics goes far beyond electoral politics, such as voting 
and election to public office. Women’s empowerment begins with their consciousness – perceptions about 
themselves, their rights, capabilities, potential and awareness of the socio-cultural, economic and political 
forces that affect them. Women’s political empowerment and equal representation in all decision-making 
institutions are critical inputs in the struggle for freedom from patriarchal subjugation (Shamim and 
Nasreen, 2002). 
Systematic integration of women augments the democratic basis, the efficiency and the quality of local 
government. If local government is to meet the needs of both women and men, it must build on the 
experiences of both women and men through an equal representation and participation at all levels and in 
all fields of decision-making, covering the wide range of responsibilities of local governments (Evertzen, 
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2001). In order to create sustainable, equal and democratic local governments where women and men 
have equal access to decision-making, equal access to services and equal treatment in these services, the 
gender perspective must be mainstreamed into all areas of policy making and management in local 
government. 
Political participation serves as the basic argument for local government. The liberal and radical 
approaches see the devolution of power to local government as “a means of promoting a new 
communitarian spirit and forming the seedbed of democratic practice” (Mohan and Stoke, 1995). The 
democratic idea of local government implies that active participation of the citizens in local affairs is both a 
goal in itself and an instrument for strengthening society at large since participation allows each citizen the 
right to influence government decision-making in several ways. Firstly participation represents a real 
occasion to influence decisions about everyday life; it narrows the gap between rulers and the ruled. 
Second, it creates the possibility for political education. Active participation in local affairs might be 
perceived as the most important training ground for democracy. By participating in administration of 
councils, directly or indirectly, the citizens become familiar with public issues. They become more sensitive 
to the need for setting priorities and for reaching compromises between different legitimate interests. Third, 
there is an assumption in this argument of a connection between local participation and the feeling of 
solidarity in community. Citizen participation is viewed as revitalising democratic practice in general by 
giving opportunities for local self-government to the average citizen (Stollman, 1979). 
Participation is a development approach which recognises the need to involve disadvantaged segments of 
the population in the design and implementation of policies concerning their well-being. The strengthening 
of women’s participation in all spheres of life has become a major issue in the development discourse. 
Socio-economic development cannot be fully achieved without the active participation of women at the 
decision-making level in society (Ara, 2006). Gaventa and Valderrama (in Putu, 2006) hold the view that 
public participation in local government is crucial in multi-dimensional and integrated development plans. 
This is in line with the objective of ensuring that communities own the process of development and that the 
people are enabled to make a meaningful contribution to the development of their own lives. In addition, 
Swanepoel (in Putu, 2006) argues that community participation can be a learning process only if the people 
really participate. Participation does not mean that people should be brought into a project when physical 
labour is required. By that stage, people should already have been involved for a long time. There is no 
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other stage for people to begin to participate than right at the start of the project. People should not only do 
so, but their right and ability to think, seek, discuss and make decisions should also be acknowledged.    
3.13 Women’s Political Participation 
Political participation can be defined as the process of any voluntary action, successful or unsuccessful, 
organised or unorganised, episodic or continuous, employing legitimate or illegitimate methods, and 
intended to influence the choice of political leaders at any level of government, local or national (Winer and 
Chowdhury, 1995). Spontaneous participation of all citizens in the political processes and institutions of a 
country is the key factor for fostering democracy. Political participation can be in formal politics or informal 
politics or, in the case of women, ‘everyday politics’ (Chowdhury, 1995). 
Political participation denotes citizens’ ability to negotiate with governing bodies through voting, contesting 
as candidates, campaigning for themselves and others’ candidacy, occupying political office and/or 
lobbying individually or collectively (Vissandjee, 2005). Exercising the right to vote alone, therefore, does 
not denote the fulfilment of citizenship rights and political participation is an all-inclusive concept which 
consists of all these above-mentioned attributes. 
What participation means is the functioning of the whole array of public institutions and forces which are 
involved in moulding the lives of the people by way of decisions and policies that impinge on their relations 
with one another. Participation of women in the local government bodies would include women as: 
(a) Voters; 
(b) Members of political parties; 
(c) Candidates; 
(d) Elected members of local government bodies taking part in decision-making, planning, 
implementation and evaluation; and 
(e) Members of women’s organisations and their association with voluntary organisations. 
Many political theorists have laid importance on the issue of women’s participation in politics. Mill (1993) 
pointed out that the participation of both the minority and the majority will have to be ensured for a 
government to be competent and efficient. He included women in his definition of the enormously 
disenfranchised ‘minority’ at that time. In On Liberty, he discussed ways to represent and articulate 
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competing interests and emphasised the importance of tolerating different views from different quarters. In 
Considerations on Representative Government, he advocated bringing intellectual and social diversity into 
government by extending the franchise to women. In the past, it was widely held that women were less 
political than men, if not apolitical. It was assumed that women had lower levels of interest in politics and 
lower levels of participation in political activities. And when women did vote, the classic, albeit minimal 
measure of political participation, it was claimed that they did so on the basis of emotion rather than reason, 
on the basis of a candidate’s personality rather than on policies or in the same way as their husbands. 
Feminist political science offers a two-pronged critique of such approaches to women’s political 
participation and voting behaviour. First it challenges the mainstream conceptualisation of politics, with its 
tendency to exclude or discount forms of participation that fall beyond the boundaries of a narrow definition 
of what constitutes ‘politics’ (Childs, 2005). 
Adopting a wider conception of political participation, recent studies have revealed that women and men’s 
political activism gap is dramatically reduced, and with women more active than men according to some 
measures (Norris, 1996). Feminists also charge the mainstream with failing to fully consider how gendered 
life experiences might influence and constrain the extent, and nature, of women’s political activity. Second, 
feminist political science asks why the rigorous research designs employed in the academic study of 
political participation and voting were not applied to the study of sex, gender and political participation. Why 
for example was it acceptable to make statements about women’s political interests and motivations in the 
absence of supporting evidence? With an increasing recognition among international community of 
women’s historic exclusion from structures of power, a global commitment has been made to redress 
gender imbalance in politics. Women’s enhanced participation in governance structures is viewed as the 
key to redress gender inequalities in societies. At present, the global debate on the significance of women’s 
political participation in local governance has been surrounded by intrinsic and instrumentalist arguments 
(Farzana, 2005). 
3.13.1 Intrinsic Argument 
The intrinsic argument looks at equal participation of women in politics from the democratic and human 
rights perspective (Jayal, 2005). It contends that women constitute 52% of the world’s population and 
therefore it is only rational that they should participate equally in local governance with men (Farzana, 
2005). Their contribution to the social and economic development of society is also more than half as 
compared with that of men by virtue of their dual roles in the productive and reproductive spheres. Yet their 
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participation in formal political structures and processes, where decisions regarding the use of societal 
resources generated by both men and women are made, remains insignificant. Women will feel truly 
represented and recognised in the democratic process if only more women are elected. Therefore, it is only 
fair that women should have at least an equal say in the use and distribution of national resources. Politics 
is an arena where such decisions are taken. It also argues that a society where women are not represented 
equally is undemocratic and unjust (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
It is important that women participate equally in formal political structures in their countries. This is a simple 
justice argument that contends that no country can claim itself truly democratic if half of its female 
population is not represented in its political institutions (Sawer, 2002; Paxton and Hughes, 2007). Only by 
having more locally elected women in politics, women will feel truly represented and recognised in the 
democratic process. A society where women are not part of the political system is an unjust society. Phillips 
(1991) also supports the justice argument by indicating that, “just as it is unjust that women should be 
cooks and not engineers, so it is unjust that they should be excluded from the central activities in the 
political realm.” However, the case for justice “says nothing about what women will do if they get into 
politics” (1991: 62). 
In The Subjugation of Women (Reynolds, 1999: 547-8), Mill stated that the idea of denying suffrage to half 
of the population and thus losing their talents in society was “non-utilitarian idiocy.” Rule and Zimmerman 
(1997) argue that a parliament would fail to recognise or comprehend issues of great importance to women 
in society if there were few women members, an observation which raises broader questions of 
answerability, openness, and isolation. The European Network of Experts (1997: 8) observed that: 
“A balanced representation of women and men at all levels of decision-making, guarantees better 
government. Because of their history as a group, women have their own and unique perspective. 
They have different values and ideas and behave differently. Increased participation of women in 
decision-making will create a new culture and shed new light on how power should be exercised. 
Women attach great importance to the quality of contact between people and are less 
individualistic than men. The validity and trustworthiness of democracy will be in question if women 
continue to be absent from different institutions of society.” 
On the other hand, Lister (1997) points out that policy institutions and processes must be represented by 
women because their interests differ from those of men. Accordingly, women cannot articulate their definite 
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views in the decision-making process through indirect representation alone. That is why their perspective 
must be articulated directly in political debates and in the decision-making process in order to ensure true 
development. To ensure justice in a society, it is crucial for women to take part in the political system. 
3.13.2 Instrumentalist Argument 
The instrumentalist argument defines a political normality from the attitudes of conventional politics. This 
argument pushes for women’s greater political participation by using two different types of arguments: the 
utility and symbolic arguments. The utility argument is based on the notion that women have different 
interests and different political priorities. Women across the world have shared experiences that male-
dominated decision-making bodies do not serve the interests of women adequately. Phillips (1995) in The 
Politics of Presence builds the case for women’s participation. She asserts that, “there are particular needs, 
interests and concerns that arise from women’s experiences and these will be inadequately addressed in a 
politics that is dominated by men. Equal rights to vote have not proved strong enough to deal with this 
problem. There must also be equality amongst those elected to office” (Phillips, 1995: 66). Many empirical 
studies conducted in various social and political contexts uphold the theory of the politics of the presence 
(Wangnerud, 2000; Young, 2000). 
Others used an essentialist or diversity argument that men and women are different and as a result have 
different needs, expectations, views and priorities. Beal (1996: 3) asserts this by indicating that ‘socially 
conferred roles and responsibilities differentially determine how women and men contribute to city life’. In 
general, women and men perform different tasks and live in different economic and social conditions. 
Therefore, they have different political interests. Women have a different vision and conception of politics 
owing to their gender conditions as mothers, wives and care givers. Therefore, it is expected that women’s 
inclusion in politics will bring a special caring focus and humane values to mainstream politics. Also it is 
assumed that the diversity of life experiences of women in politics will improve the quality of governance. 
Having the major responsibility for reproductive activities, women have a particular interest in the allocation 
of local resources and services such as water, fuel, sanitation, housing, public safety and health services. 
Male politicians normally do not automatically represent women’s interests. Women’s active participation in 
decision-making is essential in order to ensure that women can promote and defend their specific needs 
and interests. They can be prime actors in promoting gender-sensitive governance that addresses the 
interests of both women and men and enhances access to and control over resources for both (Rao, 1998; 
Burns and Verba, 2001). 
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In some countries, such as Lesotho and Namibia, women have succeeded in changing the political agenda 
by putting women’s issues such as social services, child care, reproductive rights and violence against 
them on it. A survey of women’s political experience carried out by the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) in 
1999, including 187 women from 65 countries, shows that 89% of women politicians consider that they 
have a special responsibility to represent the needs and interests of women (IPU, 2000). Besides, neither 
men nor women form a homogeneous category. There is diversity within these categories as well, which 
has to be taken into account when a democratic local process is to be achieved. This argument holds that 
women’s participation in decision-making, especially at the local government level, is crucial in order to 
ensure that the needs, interests and priorities of both women and men will be taken into account in the 
development and implementation of policies and programmes at the local level (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
Women have also been seen as transformative leaders in politics. There is a growing recognition of the 
impact that women have on political institutions and agendas. Their different approaches to governance 
have been defined as a version of transformative leadership, a framework within which power is used to 
create change and develop people and communities. This type of leadership is non-hierarchical and 
participatory, and it gives priority to disadvantaged sectors of the society. Their style of leadership is said to 
be more inclusive, collaborative and consultative, more people oriented and is based on leadership by 
example, focusing on the issues rather than personalities (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
The symbolic argument stresses the cultural impact of women’s presence in public life. It holds that women 
in politics create role models that not only raise the status of women in society but also provide space and 
motivation to other women to aspire to be in politics (Sawer, 2006). Women who participate politically and 
lead public lives have, in some countries, managed to impact on the way that women in general can and 
should be referred to. This can be done by becoming involved in areas which were traditionally seen as 
“men’s affairs,” or “hard politics,” as well as insisting on redefining and prioritising “soft issues” such as 
welfare, maternity leave and politics (Evertzen, 2001). 
More women in politics can change the political system. Research into corruption shows that women are 
less likely than men to behave opportunistically, thus bringing more women into government may have 
significant benefits for society in general. For instance the World Bank in its policy statement on gender 
equality, Engendering Development, asserts a strong relationship between relatively high levels of 
government corruption and male-dominated politics. The report concludes that this finding lends ‘additional 
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support for having more women in politics and in the labour force – since they could be an effective force 
for good government and business trust’ (World Bank, 2001: 96). 
The Indian local government councils (panchayats) headed by women have fewer incidences of bribery 
than those headed by men. Research in Rwanda confirms that women are perceived to be less corrupt, 
particularly at the local level. These findings suggest that women could reduce corruption and increased 
faith in government (World Bank, 2001). Thus the challenge of increasing numbers of women in public life, 
long defended by feminists as a matter of human rights and democratic justice, can now be seen to have 
an efficiency payoff – more women in power may have the effect of reducing corruption. Goetz (2003) 
argues that if women do exhibit preferences for less corrupt behaviour, that may simply be because they 
have been excluded from opportunities for such behaviour, and that effect is bound to change over time as 
greater numbers of women enter public office. 
The idea of linking notions of womanly virtue with incorruptibility is not, of course new. It is based upon 
essentialist notions of women’s higher moral nature and their propensity to bring their finer moral 
sensibilities to bear on public life, and particularly on the conduct of politics – an argument which saw 
considerable use by suffragettes. Ironically this argument stands in direct contradiction with another 
essentialist notion that has for so long denied women direct access to politics – notions articulated by 
philosophers from Plato to Rousseau about women’s “inherent incapacity for abstract thought”, and their 
unfitness to govern because of their inability to grasp basic notions of justice and ethical reasoning (Okin, 
1979 and Lloyd, 1984). In Rousseau’s conception, for instance, this unfitness comes from their ‘natural’ role 
as caretakers and custodians of affectivity, desire, and the body in the home. They argue that if appeals to 
personal connections and desires were allowed to move public debates, the principles of universality, 
impartiality, and justice would be subverted, as too would the convenient separation between the private 
and the public realms (Schwartz, 1984). 
Arguments based upon fairness, however, are less persuasive to policymakers than instrumentalist ones 
that imply that the conduct and substance of politics will change. There is need to combine the justice 
argument with either the expectation that women can transform politics, or with the insistence that women 
are needed to represent women’s interests. There is evidence from different countries that women in 
politics do focus more than men on passing legislation and implementing policies in areas benefiting 
women, such as child support programmes, prevention of violence against women, and the achievement of 
gender equity in education (Rule and Zimmerman, 1997). The same also applies to countries in which 
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changes to electoral rules or the reservation of local and national government seats has brought more 
women into politics. Uganda and South Africa, both with more than a quarter of their legislatures female, 
have seen the revision of laws on rape, domestic violence and domestic relations (Goetz, 2003). In Indian 
local government, where one third of seats are reserved for women, has seen local spending patterns 
being more responsive to poor women’s concerns in spite of the formidable obstacles women councillors 
face from hostile male colleagues and government employees. 
3.14 Institutional Approach 
The institutional approach has been adopted in this study as the analytical lens in explaining the core 
issues of the research. To grasp the issue of women’s political participation in local government institutions, 
it is necessary to discuss the role of institutions under this process. In the succeeding paragraphs, the 
institutionalism concept will be discussed to define the role of institutions in advancing women’s 
participation. The organising concept of institutions is fundamental in the study of politics. In fact existing 
literature regarding ‘new’ institutionalism over the last two decades have intensified the perception on the 
role of institutions in political life (Thelen, 1999). Thus, the term institution is used very often in studying 
women in politics. In particular this is employed for referring to formal political system features like electoral 
rules, ballot structures, constituency sizes, and the number of political parties in a given country (Rule, 
1987; Rule and Zimmerman, 1994; Caul, 1999). Generally women’s political participation is influenced by 
these institutions. Meanwhile, other institutions such as procedures, routines, conventions, norms, and 
cognitive scripts have also been identified by scholars outside the field of women in politics and may 
constitute the relationship between gender and politics (Krook, 2005). They are also considered as 
determinants of politics and governance (Marsh and Olsen, 1984). 
Hall and Taylor (1996) described three possible approaches to illustrate the study of institutions which are 
historical, rational choice and sociological institutionalism. These are discussed below as follows; 
(a) Historical: Institutionalists conduct their research primarily at the meso or macro level and their 
focus is on long-term ramifications of largely contingent events (Pierson and Scopol, 2002). 
Institutions are considered as either formal or informal procedures, routines, norms and 
conventions entrenched in the various political, societal and economic organisations. The 
inequality of power related to these institutions has been emphasised by this kind of approach 
(Thelen and Steinmo, 1992), where institutional change has been viewed as path dependence and 
unintended consequences (Mahoney, 2000). 
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(b) Rational Choice: Institutionalists focus at the micro level. Their aim is to understand the origins of 
institutions, the mechanisms of their survival and the nature of their effects on macro-level political 
outcomes. Institutions are viewed as conventions of factors in search for solving collective action 
dilemmas. In this process, individuals are encouraged to work together by reducing uncertainty and 
restructuring incentives (Weingast, 2002). 
(c) Sociological Institutionalists: Institutions are defined as including not only formal rules, procedures 
and norms but also the symbol systems, cognitive scripts and moral templates that provide the 
“frames of meaning” which guide human action (March and Olsen, 1989). The interactive and 
mutually constitutive character of the relationship between institutions and individual actions has 
been emphasised by this group of institutionalists, where change is an attempt to enhance the 
institution’s social legitimacy (Krook, 2005). Despite having differences in opinions among 
institutional theorists on various approaches, they seem to agree on the following two fundamental 
points: 
(i)  Institutions shape politics (institution as rules): Rules and standards operating procedures comprise 
institutions as well as affect political outcomes and behaviour. In this regard, institutions affect 
outcomes because they shape the actors’ identities, power and strategies. 
(ii) Institutions are products of history (institutions as history): History tells people about the extent and 
degree to which rules and standards operating procedures are institutionalised in organisations. As 
such, the more they are ingrained in institutions, the more that institutional behaviour and performance 
can be explained based on these aspects (Putnam, 1993) 
3.14.1 Institutions-as-Rules 
The institutions-as-rules perspective advocates that rules are the most important means for defining 
institutions and the governing behaviour within institutions (Peters, 1999). Here an individual’s role is 
defined by rules which provide the context for action. Moreover, information on an individual’s probable 
future behaviour, including sanctions for non-compliance, is provided by institutional rules (Knight, 1992). 
When the issue concerns women’s political participation in local governance, institutional rules can play an 
important role. Given the state of socio-cultural impediments, it is very difficult for rural women to win an 
election against male candidates. As such some rules must be structured to create an environment where 
women can take part easily and be involved within the political process. 
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3.14.2 Institutions as History 
The institutions-as-history perspective identifies the degree of a particular organisation’s institutionalisation 
as depending largely on its historical growth. It is easy to understand the origin of an institution as well as 
the path of its development from its institutional history (Berman, 1983). Institutions develop over a certain 
period and therefore cannot simply be understood when uprooted from their historical evolution (Douglas, 
1982; Patterson, 1995). 
Since each institution has its own history, its structures and capacities for action are affected by its own 
time-dependent line of development and how a social system develops and operates (Scott, 1995). During 
the course of time, an organisation becomes institutionalised by reflecting its unique history, the people 
who have been involved in it, the groups it incorporates, the vested interests they have created, and the 
manner in which it has coped with the environment. By definition an institution is an association that has 
been around for quite some time and has a life history. For instance, the Congress of the United States of 
America has reached its present state through an evolution of more than 200 years (Patterson and 
Copeland, 1994). 
The logic of persistence or path dependency is one important aspect upon which institutions depend. Once 
this path institution is launched, it continues until it is deflected by some sufficiently strong social or political 
forces (Krasner, 1984). However, the change does not only involve changes in structures but also reforms 
in prevailing mind-sets about an institution’s responsibility. In addition, once public institutions are created, 
they maintain structural relationships with the society and with the powerful social actors. However a great 
deal of political will and strong determination to produce the change is required to alter this path (Peters, 
1999). In the present study’s context, a historical view of institutions conveys more information regarding 
the history of the local government system in Zimbabwe and the following questions can be asked: How 
has the institution of local government evolved since independence in 1980? What types of changes were 
incorporated in its structural design in order to enhance women’s political participation in large numbers? 
3.15 The Role of Informal Institutions 
The concept of informal institutions refers to those institutions that are not legally recognised by the state, 
such as cultural norms, values, beliefs and social networks or kinship ties (Ribot, 1999). These informal 
institutions are often upheld by mutual agreement (not written down), are relations of power or authority and 
are enforced endogenously (Cousins, 1997). Hassim and Meintjes (2005: 15) point out that “institutional 
norms and procedures and the nature of processes of deliberation can undermine the extent and impact of 
134 
 
women’s voice in the public sphere”. Institutions which do not take into account the specific and different 
needs of women and men can be disempowering. Decision-making structures that have been established 
and run based only on the needs and circumstances of men can prove to be obstacles for women. 
3.15.1 Culture 
Cultural norms operate as both a restriction on women’s mobility and an impediment to their participation in 
the public sphere. These cultural norms are perpetuated and sustained by the powerful institutions of 
family, caste and religion, and have significant impact on gender-related issues. The Centre for Asia-Pacific 
Women in Politics (2000) notes that the empowerment of women in terms of access to decision-making 
positions is considerably affected by cultural stereotypes that exist in most societies. The major forms of 
cultural stereotypes include the following: 
(a) Women’s primary responsibility is to take care of the family and children, and it is only a secondary 
obligation to get involved in social and political institutions; 
(b) Women lack experience, and thus are not capable of assuming leadership positions; 
(c) The public domain is mainly for men, while the private household domain is for women; and 
(d) Women’s involvement in the public sphere should be an extension of their roles in the family 
sphere. Such gender stereotypes are rooted in social norms and Zimbabwe is not an exception in 
this regard. 
3.15.2 Patriarchy 
According to Cranny-Francis, Waring and Kirkby (2003:15), “patriarchy is a social system in which 
structural differences in privilege, power and authority are invested in masculinity and the cultural, 
economic and/or social positions of men.” They argue that both the concept and its widespread use were a 
result of the feminist movement of the 1960s and ’70s and that it replaced the concept of sexism. Patriarchy 
as a concept stressed institutional rather than individual gender oppression. Feminists used it as an 
analytical framework to explain power relations in society, by examining how systems favour men and 
disadvantage women. Tiessen (2007) suggest that men who have most of the power in a patriarchal 
system dominate the public and private sphere, and are the decision-makers in both. The asymmetrical 
power relations in favour of men are strengthened over time, because those in power (men) are able to 
reinforce them. 
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Patriarchy is also a factor responsible for the low participation and under-representation of women in local 
governance. The family is the main institution of patriarchy (Richter, 1991), which is an important aspect in 
explaining gender inequality. It refers to a society dominated by men over women. This is inherent in most 
African families. Giving men a higher social status over women has crept into the public domain and is 
reflected in state activities. The family plays an important role in maintaining this patriarchal order across 
generations. The socialisation of children to expect and accept different roles in life has created a social 
mechanism for the development of values that engender the several forms of discrimination against 
women. The greatest psychological weapon available to men is the length of time they have enjoyed 
dominance over women, who have taken it for granted especially in the area of politics that often continue 
to stereotype women and justify their subordination (Agbalajobi, 2009). 
The context that defines women’s political participation is the endemic nature of patriarchal structures and 
the resultant gender inequality and gender discrimination in the country. Gender relations are rooted in the 
ideology of relationship whereby women are seen as subordinate to men. Women are consistently denied 
inheritance rights, adequate food, freedom of expression and mobility, participation in community activities 
and say in personal choices and preferences. They are thus denied a meaningful role in decision-making 
and are not in a position to access educational and health care facilities, or political and financial institutions 
nor own assets and resources. Women’s place in the family hierarchy and relationships within the home 
combine with the socially prescribed gendered division of roles to determine their levels of exclusion in both 
the private and public spheres. When social institutions are deeply patriarchal and resistant to progressive 
social change, they can act as a real brake on the agenda for gender equality (Beal, 2005).  
3.15.3 Discriminatory Customs and Laws 
The customary practices of many contemporary societies are biased towards subjugating women to men 
and undermining their self-esteem. The overall impact of gender bias, cultural norms and practices has 
entrenched a feeling of inferiority in women and place them at a disadvantage against their male 
counterparts in public decision-making. These socially constructed norms and stereotype roles make 
women overplay their ‘femininity’ by accepting that they are the “weaker sex”, over-emphasising their dainty 
nature and regarding exceptional achievement as masculine (Agbalajobi, 2009).  
3.16 Local Governance 
While government usually refers to the state structures and institutions, governance is a broader concept 
and goes beyond institutional political structures. There is no precise definition of governance, which can 
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be defined in several ways. For local governance, which refers to governance at the local level, UNDP 
(2004) defines it as follows: 
“Local governance comprises a set of institutions, mechanisms and processes through which 
citizens and their groups can articulate their interests and needs, mediate their differences, and 
exercise their rights and obligations at the local level. It requires partnership between local 
governmental institutions, civil society organisations and private sector for participatory, 
transparent, accountable and equitable service delivery and local development. It necessitates 
empowering local governments with authority and resources and building their capacity to function 
as participatory institutions that are responsive and accountable to the concerns and needs of all 
citizens. At the same time, it is concerned with strengthening of grassroots democracy and 
empowering citizens, communities and their organisations such as CBOs and NGOs to participate 
as equal partners in local governance and local development process.” 
 Ofey-Aboagye (2000) also defines local governance as the active involvement of the local population 
within the territorial boundaries of a local government in ensuring improved quality of services and 
leadership at the local government level. It includes greater participation by civil society in decision-making 
processes and involves consensus building and civic awareness. The shift from local government to local 
governance means a shift from the hierarchical interaction in which the state is the single actor in governing 
into a plurality of actors which makes governing a more complicated process. 
It also refers to the variety of institutions and processes (government and non-government) that collectively 
determine the way in which political and administrative decisions are made and implemented within a 
locality. Local governance also refers to a sphere of decision-making that has been decentralised from the 
central state apparatus (UNDP, 2004). In Zimbabwe these institutions include central government, local 
authorities, and community level structures such as traditional leaders, Village Development Committees 
(Vidcos) and Ward Development Committees (Wadcos). Local governance therefore deals with the process 
of managing these structures and how this management affects stakeholders. Gender-sensitive 
governance means: 
(a) Increased participation of women in governance institutions and decision-making processes, 
freedom of association and space for an active women’s movement;  
(b) Transparent and accountable gender equity in the allocation of resources and power; 
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(c) Legislation of gender equality and the promotion and protection of women’s rights; and  
(d) Gender-sensitive policies and institutional structures (Commonwealth Foundation, 2004). 
 
Common to all definitions of governance is that it is about how power is exercised, and how important 
decisions in a society are made. It refers not only to institutions, but also to the performance of these 
institutions. Local governance emphasises the need to look beyond the narrow perspective of legal 
frameworks and local government entities. It seeks to include the multiplicity of formal and informal 
relationships between different actors in development such as local government, the private sector, 
Community-Based Organisations (CBOs) and NGOs that shape and influence the output and effectiveness 
of political and administrative systems at a sub-national level. It advocates for the empowerment of local 
governments with authority and with resources together with the building of human capacity so as to 
function as participatory institutions that are responsive and accountable to the concerns and needs of 
every citizen. At the same time it is concerned with the strengthening of grassroots democracy and the 
empowerment of citizens, communities and their organs to participate as equal partners in local 
governance and in the local development process (Mukoro, 2009). 
At the time of its emergence, the concept of ‘governance’ had its prime focus originally on government, but 
the concept was subsequently reformulated to reflect a broader scope. In this shift away from an exclusive 
focus on ‘government’, local governance took on the broader definition of formulation and execution of 
collective action at the local level. It encompasses the direct and indirect roles of formal institutions of local 
government and government hierarchies, as well as the roles of informal norms, networks, community 
organisations and neighbourhood associations in pursuing collective action.  
The above co-governance approach therefore emphasises accountability and rebuilding democracy 
through creating new patterns of consultation with local stakeholders. It also involves constructing inclusive 
decision-making mechanisms, and building the capacity of communities – especially the poor – to interact 
with them. Communities are expected to play an integral and on-going part in the affairs of the local 
government; beyond the traditional boundaries of representative democracy. There is a large degree of 
synergy and coherence between supporting national governance processes and local governance, as 
many of the aspects are in fact the same. Therefore, it is necessary to work with governance principles at 
local levels to strengthen local governance processes (Robino, 2009). 
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Governance is the exercise of economic, political and administrative authority to manage a country’s affairs 
at all levels. It comprises the mechanisms, processes and institutions through which citizens and groups 
articulate their interests, mediate their differences and exercise their legal rights and obligations. The 
marginalisation of women in the political process and governance has been both the cause and effect of 
the slow progress made in the advancement of women (UNDP, 1997). Governance can also be viewed as 
the relationship between those who govern and those who are governed. The challenge that most 
governments face is finding mechanisms to integrate women into the policy-making process at the local 
level (Gaventa, 2002). 
3.16.1 Democratic Local Governance 
Democratic local governance refers to the process of governing democratically at the local level. It implies 
local governance carried out in a responsive, accountable and increasingly effective fashion. Viewed 
broadly, it includes not only the machinery of government, but also the community at large and its 
interaction with local authorities. When there is effective local governance, local communities gain 
autonomy, resources and skills to make responsive choices and to act effectively and accountably (Okhale, 
2003). For the early advocates of local government, political participation serves as the basic argument for 
local government. The liberal and radical approaches view the devolution of power to local government as 
“a means of promoting a new communitarian spirit and forming the seed bed of democratic practice” 
(Mohan and Stoke, 1995: 250). The democratic idea of local government implies that active participation of 
the citizens in local affairs is both a goal in itself and an instrument for strengthening the society since 
participation allows each citizen the right to influence government decision-making in several ways.  
In the tradition of procedural or liberal understandings of democracy, democratic local governance implies 
that meaningful authority is devolved to local units of government that are accessible and accountable to 
the local citizenry, who enjoy full political rights and liberty (Blair, 2000). Other scholars, following the 
tradition of direct democracy, emphasise inclusive participation as the very foundation of democratic 
practice. Such approaches suggest women as “makers and shapers” rather than as “users and choosers” 
of interventions or services designed by men (Cronwall, 2000; Cornwall and Gaventa, 2000; Narayan, 
2000). 
In 1999, the Urban Council Association of Zimbabwe (UCAZ) in its newsletter gave a summary of the 
internationally recognised elements of local governance as: 
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(a) Freely elected representatives under universal adult suffrage; 
(b) The management of local affairs; 
(c) Full and exclusive powers on matters assigned to local government; 
(d) Adequate and assured financial resources commensurate with responsibilities; and 
(e) Secure boundaries of the local government area, sharing revenue with central government, strong 
partnership between local authorities and their associations (UCAZ, 1999). 
The reasons why it is thought that women participate more easily at the local than at the national level are 
well rehearsed. For example, Evertzen (2001:3) cites the following: 
“Eligibility criteria for the local level are less stringent, and local government is the closest to the 
women’s sphere of life, and easier to combine with rearing children. It can be the first level that 
women can break into and as such it may serve as a springboard to national politics, by developing 
capacities and gaining experiences. Likewise, local politics can be more interesting to women as 
they are well acquainted with their community, being the major users of space and services in the 
local community (water, waste disposal, health clinics and other social services). They also 
participate actively in organisations in their neighbourhood, and it is easier to involve these 
organisations in formal political decision-making at the local level.” 
As democratic governance has emerged in various parts of the world, both the international donor 
community and to a lesser extent newly democratised governments have become increasingly concerned 
about creating more open, responsive and effective local government and the enhancement of community-
based citizen participation (Mukoro, 2009). Despite the differences on the theoretical approaches on the 
need for women’s political representation and participation in local governance, the broad agreement that 
proponents of all the varied approaches have arrived at, is that women must be included in politics. This 
consensus on the need for women’s political participation is now clearly reflected in several international 
and regional conventions and covenants. 
3.17 International Obligations 
The United Nations (UN) responded to the need to uplift women’s rights as human rights after it recognised 
that women’s rights were marginalised both institutionally and conceptually from national and international 
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human rights instruments. The UN promulgated a wide array of human rights instruments, which 
incorporated provisions for the protection of women’s rights and non-discrimination on the basis of sex. A 
number of these have been acceded to by African governments. These include the UN Charter (1945), 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR 1948), International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR 1966), International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR 1966), 
Declaration on the Elimination of all Forms of Intolerance and of Discrimination Based on Religion or Belief 
(Religious Declaration 1981) and the African Charter (1987), among others. International obligations are 
important because they can render legitimacy to national advocacy for more women in politics (Krook, 
2005).  
3.17.1 UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (Cedaw) 
Cedaw was adopted in 1979 by the UN General Assembly. This convention has variously been described 
as the “bible of women empowerment” and “Women’s International Bill of Rights” (Pietla, 2007). This was 
intended to overcome the on-going extensive discrimination that continue(d) to exist in spite of the 
numerous human rights instruments that preceded it that held the equality of women to be an implicit facet 
of human rights. Cedaw and its Optional Protocol promote gender equality in access to social and 
economic opportunities and political power. As the first international treaty dealing explicitly with women’s 
rights, it provides for the elimination of discrimination against women in all these fields, in particular in the 
political, social, economic and cultural fields, through a range of legal and policy interventions. Since its 
adoption it has become a reference point for the women’s movement in the demand for gender equality. It 
defines what constitutes discrimination against women and sets up an agenda for national action to end 
such discrimination. The Convention is unique in its affirmation of the reproductive rights of women. It also 
calls for the modification of cultural and social practices of men and women where these are likely to 
undermine the goals of gender equality. 
Article 4 of the Convention requires; 
(a) Adoption by States Parties of temporary special measures aimed at accelerating de facto equality 
between men and women shall not be considered discrimination as defined in the present 
Convention, but shall in no way entail as a consequence the maintenance of unequal or separate 
standards; these measures shall be discontinued when the objectives of equality of opportunity and 
treatment have been achieved. 
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(b) Adoption by States Parties of special measures, including those measures contained in the present 
convention, aimed at protecting maternity shall not be considered discriminatory. 
 
Article 5 of the Convention places on States Parties the responsibility of taking measures to; 
“Modify social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women with a view to achieving the 
elimination of prejudices, customary and all other practices which are based on the idea of the 
inferiority or the superiority of either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women,” 
Article 7 is described as the definitive international instrument requiring respect for and observance of the 
human rights of women called upon States Parties:  
“to take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the political and 
public life of the country and, in particular, shall ensure to women, on equal terms with men, the 
right to: 
(a) Vote in all elections and public referenda and to be eligible for election to all publicly elected 
bodies, 
(b) Participate in the formulation of government policy and the implementation thereof and to hold 
public office and perform all public functions at all levels of government and; 
(c) Participate in non-governmental organisations and associations concerned with the public and 
political life of the country.” (Cedaw, 1979). 
The Convention in its Article 7 enjoin States Parties to modify their social and cultural patterns of conduct of 
men and women with the view of eliminating prejudices, customary and other practices that promote the 
idea of the inferiority or the superiority of either sex. Besides State Parties are to take all appropriate 
measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the political and public life of the country. The above 
wish by the UN notwithstanding, international organisations have inherent weaknesses. Generally, 
according to the realist approach of international relations, state actors “are not generally guided by 
universal moral principles, their actions and activities are conditioned by the circumstances of time and 
space” (Pietla, 2007:15). Even where pro-gender issues are adopted in national constitutions, such 
constitutions do not specifically provide workable means of overturning deeply entrenched cultural practices 
governing masculinity and femininity. Mere constitutional provisions do not guarantee automatic adherence. 
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Cedaw is the only human rights instrument that specifically addresses the situation of rural women. Article 
14 calls on States Parties to eliminate discrimination against rural women and to ensure that all provisions 
of the Convention are applied to rural women. Article 14 recognises the particular difficulties faced by rural 
women in terms of their economic position as supporters of dependents and their activities within the 
informal economy. It commits States Parties to incorporating women into decision-making about rural 
development and economic planning, as well as to ensuring their access to basic services and state 
benefits. This has resonance in the Zimbabwean context as rural women bear the brunt of the burden of 
poverty and economic inequality and usually have the least access to social services and are most 
vulnerable to exploitation. It states that: 
(1) States Parties shall take into account the particular problems faced by rural women and the 
significant roles which rural women play in the economic survival of their families, including their 
work in the non-monetised sectors of the economy, and shall take all appropriate measures to 
ensure the application of the provisions of the Convention to women in rural areas. 
(2) States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in 
rural areas in order to ensure, on a basis of equality of men and women that they participate in and 
benefit from rural development and, in particular, shall ensure to such women the right: 
(a) To participate in the elaboration and implementation of development planning at all levels; 
(b) To have access to adequate health care facilities, including information, counselling and 
services in family planning; 
(c) To benefit directly from social security programmes; 
(d) To obtain all types of training and education, formal and non-formal, including that relating to 
functional literacy, as well as, inter alia, the benefit of all community and extension services, in 
order to increase their technical proficiency; 
(e) To organise self-help groups and co-operatives in order to obtain equal access to economic 
opportunities through employment or self-employment; 
(f) To participate in all community activities; 
(g) To have access to agricultural credit and loans, marketing facilities, appropriate technology and 
equal treatment in land and agrarian reform as well as in land resettlement schemes; 
(h) To enjoy adequate living conditions, particularly in relation to housing, sanitation, electricity and 
water supply, transport and communications. 
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 At its 16th session held in 1997, the Cedaw Committee adopted general recommendations regarding the 
participation of women in political and public life. It emphasised that States Parties should ensure that their 
constitutions and legislations complied with the principles of the Convention and that they were under 
obligation to take all necessary measures, including temporary special measures, to achieve the equal 
representation of women in political and public life. Furthermore, Cedaw commits State Parties to 
equalising the role and status of women in all areas of social and economic life (Article 13) and in particular 
employment (Article 11). When States Parties accept Cedaw, they commit themselves to “incorporate the 
principle of equality of men and women in their legal system, abolish all discriminatory laws and adopt 
appropriate ones prohibiting discrimination against women, establish tribunals and other public institutions 
to ensure the effective protection of women against discrimination, and to ensure elimination of all acts of 
discrimination against women by persons, organisations or enterprises” (UN, 1979). Pietla (2007) describes 
Cedaw as the single most important international legal instrument adopted by the UN. She further states 
that Cedaw is gender-neutral in the sense that it recognises that universally recognised human rights 
should be equally enjoyed by men and women. 
The UN Committee on Cedaw stated that: 
“The government of Zimbabwe is, by acceding to Cedaw, bound to guarantee equality between 
men and women. The UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has 
scrutinised Zimbabwe, like all countries that have acceded to Cedaw.”  
The Committee gave its first concluding observations on Zimbabwe’s compliance with its obligations in May 
1998. It stated that negative attitudes towards women and discriminatory customary laws and practices 
contributed to the slow pace in advancing the status of women. The Convention reflects the depth of the 
exclusion and restriction practised against women solely on the basis of their sex by calling for equal rights 
for women, regardless of their marital status in all fields – political, economic, social, cultural and civil 
(UNESCO, 1999). Cedaw’s enforcement mechanism is based on a reporting system, whereby countries 
that have ratified the Convention are required to submit a report on the status of women within a year of 
ratification, and thereafter to submit a report after every four years on their progress in removing obstacles 
since the first baseline report (Tang, 2000). The Convention has a committee that plays a ‘watchdog’ role in 
this process, ensuring that governments are not simply reporting on their achievements. 
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Perhaps the most important step forward is the introduction of the Optional Protocol in 1999, which gives 
individuals and groups the right to complain directly to Cedaw about women’s rights abuses, and allows the 
Cedaw Commission to conduct inquiries into these abuses in countries that have ratified the Convention. 
Under the Optional Protocol, State parties can be asked to explain and address complaints about serious 
violations, and investigations can be launched. Although there are as yet no legal enforcement 
mechanisms from the UN Human Rights Committee, the investigating commission has power to make the 
violations public, and such adverse publicity is potentially very damaging (Tang, 2000). Cedaw could then 
be used as an instrument to overcome the limitations of a domestic legal system, but those appealing 
through Cedaw need to demonstrate that they have exhausted all domestic legal channels. However, there 
are mixed reviews on the effectiveness of Cedaw as an international instrument, partly because there have 
been few formal reports on its implementation and impact on governance at national and local levels. This 
is not due to a lack of positive impact, but to the fact that stories of change involving Cedaw have simply 
not been recorded. The little recorded evidence suggest that Cedaw and the shadow reporting process has 
contributed to more gender-equitable legislations in some countries, but without giving any statistics. 
3.17.2 Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA) 
Women’s equal participation in decision-making and their access to power are critical issues that have long 
been ignored. This political marginalisation accounts for the trivialisation, if not gross disregard, of concerns 
important to women the world over. The Fourth World Conference on Women (FWCW) accorded this issue 
long-overdue recognition as one of the 12 critical areas of concern in its Platform for Action (BPFA). The 
BPFA was adopted in 1995. The FWCW held in Beijing in 1995 drew attention to the persisting inequality 
between men and women in decision-making. It reaffirmed that women’s persistent exclusion from formal 
politics, in particular, raises a number of specific questions regarding the achievement of effective 
democratic transformation in practice. It undermines the concept of democracy, which by its nature 
assumes that the right to vote and to be elected should be equally applied to all citizens, both women and 
men. The absence of women from political decision-making has a negative impact on the entire process of 
democratisation. In addition, democratic institutions, including local government, do not automatically 
achieve gender equality in terms of representation, or in terms of policy agenda setting and accountability. 
The BPFA is therefore an agenda for women’s empowerment.  
 
It was suggested that in order to voice the concerns of society in equal terms, it was necessary to ensure a 
‘logical balance’ of men and women in public life (Karam, 2000). Participation, accountability, transparency, 
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and predictability are the best characteristics of good governance. In these contexts, good governance 
generally calls for gender balance in political decision-making. Very often, it is argued that the decision-
making process can be enriched if women’s insights and values of governance are reflected in these 
processes. The aim of the BPFA was to accelerate the “implementation of the Nairobi Forward Looking 
Strategies for the Advancement of Women and at removing all the obstacles to women’s active 
participation in all spheres of public and private life through a full and equal share in economic, social, 
cultural and political decision-making” (UN, 2000). The BPFA promotes gender mainstreaming as a key 
vehicle for the advancement of gender equality, to be mediated through specific institutional machinery, 
such as women’s ministries, and through the allocation of national and international resources. These are 
viewed as essential steps towards ensuring women’s access to and full participation in power structures 
and decision-making (Karam, 2000).   
The BPFA emphasised that ‘women’s equal participation in decision-making is not only a demand for 
simple justice or democracy, but can also be seen as a necessary condition for women’s interests to be 
taken into account. Without the perspectives of women at all levels of decision-making, the goals of 
equality, development and peace cannot be achieved’ (Para 181). It also defined two strategic objectives in 
its critical area of concern on women in power and decision-making: 
(a) To ensure women’s equal access to and full participation in power structures and decision-making; 
and 
(b) To increase women’s capacity to participate in decision-making and leadership. 
The following measures were recommended by the BPFA for the implementation of the first strategic 
objective: 
(a) To achieve gender-balanced composition in governmental bodies and committees, as well as in 
public administration and in judiciary, including through setting specific targets and, if necessary, 
establishing a positive action policy; 
(b) To integrate women into elective positions in political parties; 
(c) To promote and protect women’s political rights; and 
(d) To reconcile work and family responsibilities for both men and women. 
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For the second strategic objective, the BPFA recommended: 
(a)  The organisation of leadership and gender awareness training; 
(b)  The development of transparent criteria for decision-making positions; and 
(c) The creation of a system of mentoring. 
 To accelerate the implementation of action in these areas, the Commission on the Status of Women, at its 
41st session in 1997, adopted Agreed Conclusions (1997/2), which emphasised that attaining the goal of 
equal participation of men and women in decision-making was important for strengthening democracy and 
achieving the goals of sustainable development. The commission reaffirmed the need to identify and 
implement measures that would redress the under-representation of women in decision-making, including 
through the elimination of discriminatory practices and the introduction of positive action programmes 
(Expert Group Meeting, 2005). 
Many of the injunctions in the BPFA still remain agendas for the future – issues that have yet to be heeded 
in some countries, while in others; they are the defining characteristics of policies already in the 
implementation phase. Though the signatories to most international conventions are governments, it is very 
often NGOs which have contributed a great deal towards bringing attention to some of the most pressing 
issues in this regard, as well as assisted in setting standards and providing alternatives in terms of 
solutions. The 10-year review and appraisal of the implementation of the BPFA culminated at the 49th 
session of the Commission in March 2005. Member States reported on the introduction of measures aimed 
at increasing the participation of women in decision-making at different levels. The Declaration adopted 
during the 10-year review and appraisal, while recognising progress made, noted remaining gaps and 
challenges and called for accelerated implementation (Expert Group Meeting, 2005). 
3.17.3 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
The Millennium Declaration, as a statement of values, principles and objectives for the international agenda 
of the 21st Century, set time-bound and measurable goals and targets for combating poverty, hunger, 
disease, illiteracy, discrimination against women and environmental degradation. The Road Map for 
implementing the Declaration was issued by the UN Secretariat, focusing on eight Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) to be achieved by the year 2015. These goals are shaping the agenda for national as well 
as global policy development. However, it has been argued that although the MDGs reflect many parts of 
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human rights agenda, most of the strategies to achieve them currently operate in a predominantly 
economic framework with narrowly defined concepts (Robinson, 2003). By the same token, Antrobus 
(2003) pointed out that a major problem of the MDGs is their abstraction from the social, political and 
economic context in which they are to be implemented. 
Among the eight MDGs, MDG3 refers “to promote gender equality and empower women.” The goal has 
one target: “to eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005 and to all 
levels of education no later than 2015.” The existence of a separate goal on gender equality demonstrates 
that the global community has accepted the centrality of gender equality and women’s empowerment to the 
development paradigm – at least at the rhetorical level. But although access to education is a necessary 
step towards women’s equality, it is hardly sufficient to ensure the full participation of women in the political 
and economic lives of their countries. To realise the MDGs, governments and their partners must seriously 
and systematically ‘engender’ efforts to achieve all the goals. However, to draw on human rights 
commitments affirmed in the Declaration, it is necessary to engender every MDG goal and to seek gender 
equality in all MDG outcomes. Gender equality should be considered as an essential crosscutting element 
for the achievement of all MDGs. Women’s subordination and exploitation represents a major barrier to the 
achievement of most of the goals and targets, not just those related to MDG 3. Thus there is much to gain 
from paying close attention to the gender dimensions of the other MDGs as well as MDG 3. The 
Declaration, in recognising that the goal of gender equality is not only important in its own right, but is 
essential to reaching all goals, resolves “to promote gender equality and the empowerment of women as 
effective ways to combat poverty, hunger and diseases and to stimulate development that is truly 
sustainable.” 
United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in his message on the International Day of Rural Women in 
2012 indicated that: 
“The world has increasingly recognised the vital role that women play in building peace, justice and 
democracy. As we approach the 2015 deadline for achieving the Millennium Development Goals, it is time 
to invest more in rural women, protect their rights, and improve their status. On this International day, I call 
upon on all partners to support rural women, listen to their voices and ideas, and ensure that policies 
respond to their needs and demands. Let us do everything we can to enable them to reach their potential 
for the benefit of all.” (www.un.org). 
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MDG 3 is dependent on the achievement of the other goals. All the other MDGs can only be achieved when 
underlain by an active effort to promote gender equality in working towards achieving them (Caird, 2004). 
However, the existing MDG targets and indicators do not adequately reflect the commitments made in the 
Declaration for gender equality in a sense that they are weak on the goal of gender equality and that the 
gender dimensions of the other MDGs are almost invisible. In order to promote gender equality through 
MDGs, interventions for achieving all MDGs need to be engendered. This can be done by incorporating the 
spirit of and commitment under the BPFA, as well as the Cedaw in MDGs initiatives. The Millennium 
Declaration pledges to implement Cedaw in order to promote gender equality and women’s human rights 
as enshrined in the Cedaw. It also reaffirms the important role of gender equality in sustainable 
development from the perspective of the BPFA for achievement of MDG 3. As the subordination and 
exploitation of women represents a major barrier to the achievement of most of the MDG goals and targets, 
not only those related to MDG 3, it is necessary to engender every MDG goal and to seek gender equality 
in all MDG outcomes. Synergies and concerted efforts are necessary by aligning MDGs with Cedaw and 
the BPFA. 
There has been concern that the obligations and commitments embodied in Cedaw and BPFA have not 
been adequately reflected in MDG targets and indicators (Caird, 2004). It has been criticised that although 
there is a place secured for promoting gender equality in the MDGs, concerns for gender equality appear in 
a very simplified scope. Thus, while some countries may have made progress in MDGs, they may still have 
a long way to go in terms of Cedaw and BPFA because Cedaw and BPFA take a much more 
comprehensive approach to address gender inequality issues than MDGs. Therefore, MDGs should be 
broadly interpreted within the framework of Cedaw and BPFA. 
3.17.4 International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) Worldwide Declaration on Women in Local 
Government 
In April 1997, the International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) established an international task on 
Women in Local Government to address the political and professional under-representation of women in 
decision-making positions, and to develop gender mainstreaming in local government policy development 
and service provision. After broad consultations within IULA’s membership and with its inter-governmental 
and UN partners, the IULA Worldwide Declaration on Women in Local Government was launched in 
November 1998 in Harare, Zimbabwe (www.iula.org). 
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The Declaration asserts that:  
(a) Democratic local self-government has a critical role to play in securing social, economic and 
political justice for all citizens of every community in the world and that all members of society, 
women and men must be included in the governance process; 
(b) Women and men as citizens have equal human rights, duties and opportunities, as well as the 
equal right to exercise them, such as the right to vote, to be eligible for election and to hold public 
office at all levels are human rights that apply equally to women and men; 
(c) In order to create sustainable, equal and democratic local governments, where women and men 
have equal access to decision-making, equal access to services and equal treatment in these 
services, the gender perspective must be mainstreamed into all areas of policy-making and 
management in local government; and 
(d) The systematic integration of women augments the democratic basis, the efficiency and the quality 
of the activities of local government. If local government is to meet the needs of both women and 
men, it must build on the experiences of both women and men, through an equal representation at 
all levels and in all fields of decision-making, covering the wide range of responsibilities of local 
governments (IULA, 1998). 
Article 9 of the declaration acknowledged the growing interest in the role of gender in local governance as 
well as the increasing concern about the marginalisation of women in decision-making bodies by indicating 
that: 
“The problems and challenges facing humanity are global but occur and have to be dealt with at 
the local level. Women have the equal right to freedom from poverty, discrimination, environmental 
degradation and insecurity. To fight these problems and to meet the challenges of sustainable 
human development, it is crucial that women be empowered and involved in local government as 
decision-makers, planners and managers.” 
IULA (1998:1) argued in a position paper on women in local government that: 
“From a gender perspective, local government is the closest and is the most accessible level of 
government to women. Local governments traditionally provide services utilised by individual 
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households such as electricity, waste disposal, public transport, water, schools, health clinics and 
other social services. The decisions of local governments therefore have a direct impact on the 
private lives of women, because they are the traditionally responsible for providing for and caring 
for the family and the home in many countries. Women also have important and unique 
contributions to make to the development and appropriate management of these services. They 
must be fully part of the local democratic system and have full access to the decision-making 
structure. Until the interests of women have been represented at the local level, the system is not 
fully democratic.”  
Thus, the conditions in which services are delivered are important issues for women. The Declaration is 
currently being discussed, ratified and transformed into action plans by local governments and their 
associations worldwide. IULA World Secretariat has been monitoring this process and welcoming written 
confirmations of new ratifications (www.iula.org). Therefore engendering local government is a vital 
component in achieving good governance and ways to bring about this deserves to be explored as it is a 
critical issue in development. 
3.18 Continental and Regional Obligations 
At the continental and regional levels, Zimbabwe is party to a number of instruments intended to improve 
the promotion and protection of rights of women and ensure the attainment of gender equality. Zimbabwe is 
a signatory to the African Union (AU) Constitutive Act and the Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality in 
Africa through which the African Union and its Member States commit themselves to the promotion of 
gender equality. It ratified the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights 
of Women in Africa in 2008. Zimbabwe is also a signatory to the Southern African Development Community 
(SADC) Declaration on Gender and Development of 1997 which commit Member States to undertake 
measures to incorporate gender issues in their programmes. In 2008 it signed the SADC Protocol on 
Gender and Development. The country is also a member of the Common Market for Eastern and Southern 
Africa (Comesa) which has a gender policy in place to guide gender mainstreaming and the promotion and 
protection of the rights of women in the respective Member States. 
3.18.1 Protocol to the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights of Women in 
Africa 
The African Charter came into force in 2005. The protocol defines a “broad range of economic and social 
welfare rights for women” (www.equalitynow.org).The AU has also adopted the Solemn Declaration on 
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Gender Equality in Africa. The declaration has undertaken to implement five measures in ensuring the 
advancement of gender equality in Africa. These are the completion of a gender audit for the AU and its 
Organs, developing a Gender Policy for the AU, developing a five-year Gender Mainstreaming Strategic 
Plan, building internal capacity to mainstream gender and collaborating with civil society organisations, 
international organisations, Regional Economic Communities (RECs) and other directorates to ensure that 
continental gender and women’s empowerment issues are addressed. 
The preamble of the Protocol reflects the general concern that led to its establishment. It states that: 
“Despite the ratification of the African Charter on Human and People’s Rights and other 
international legal instruments by the majority of States parties, and their solemn commitment to 
eliminate all forms of discrimination and harmful practices, women in Africa continue to be victims 
of discrimination and harmful practices.” 
Article 13 states that parties shall adopt and enforce legislative and other measures to guarantee women 
equal opportunities in work and career advancement and other economic opportunities. It further states 
that: 
(a) Every citizen shall have the right to participate freely in the government of his country, either directly or 
through freely chosen representatives in accordance with the provisions of law and; 
(b) Every person shall have the right of equal access to the public service of his country. 
Article 9 of the Protocol of the African Charter, to which Zimbabwe is a signatory, states that State parties 
are to adopt affirmative action, enabling legislation and other measures to ensure that women: 
(a) Participate without discrimination in all elections; 
(b) Are represented equally at all levels with men in all electoral processes; and  
(c) As equal partners with men at all levels of development and implementation of state policies and 
development programmes. 
The participation of men and women in politics and decision-making at all levels is clearly one area that 
could benefit from affirmative action. Women’s participation in politics is important for democracy, 
legitimacy, addressing the special concerns of women, and for making use of the nation’s human resources 
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(Tsanga, 2010). The Protocol presents advocates of African women’s rights with a tool to effect positive 
change for women on the continent through lobbying governments and monitoring and evaluating their 
progress in terms of implementation. The protocol must be domesticated by those states that have ratified 
it. Too often, State parties are complacent or, in some cases delinquent when it comes to fulfilling their 
obligations upon ratification of binding human rights treaties. The African Charter is a significant instrument 
in the protection of Human Rights on Africa. However, it has been criticised for not addressing the specific 
needs of, and problems encountered by African women. 
3.18.2 SADC Protocol on Gender and Development 
The SADC Protocol on Gender and Development was signed by the Heads of States in 1997 as a 
Declaration but was later elevated to a Protocol in 2008 in South Africa. It encompasses all regional, global 
and continental instruments for achieving gender equality. It also advances gender equality by ensuring 
accountability by all SADC member states. The declaration in its preamble expresses concern that while 
some SADC member states have made some progress towards gender equality and gender 
mainstreaming, disparities between women and men still exist in the areas of legal rights, power sharing 
and decision-making, access to and control over productive resources, education and health among others. 
The main provision of the Protocol is on constitutional and legal rights, governance (representation and 
participation). The Protocol acknowledges that: 
 (a) Gender equality is a fundamental human right and that integration and mainstreaming of gender issues 
into the SADC Programme of Action Community Building Initiative (PACBI) is the key to sustainable 
development of the SADC region; and 
(b) Ensuring the equal representation of women and men in the decision-making of member states and 
SADC structures at all levels, and the achievement of at least 30% target of women in political and 
decision-making structures by the year 2005 (SADC, 1997).  
It requires that member states endeavour to reach the target of 50% of women in politics and all decision-
making positions by 2015 in both the public and private sectors making provision in Article 5 for member 
states to “put in place affirmative action measures with particular reference to women in order to eliminate 
all barriers which prevent them from participating meaningfully in all spheres of life and creating a 
conducive environment for such participation.” It also ensures that any measures, legislative or otherwise, 
are accompanied by public awareness campaigns which show the importance of the equal representation 
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and participation of women and men in decision-making and that this is integral to democracy, good 
governance and citizen participation. 
According to the Declaration, every citizen has the right to:  
(a) Take part in the conduct of public affairs, directly or through freely chosen representatives; and 
(b) Vote and to be elected at genuine periodic elections, which shall be by universal and equal 
suffrage and shall be held by secret ballot, guaranteeing the free expression of the will of the 
electors. 
The protocol was aimed to address slow and inconsistent progress by SADC member states in addressing 
gender disparities, despite the legal and policy instruments already in place. When the protocol was signed 
in South Africa in 2008, only four countries in the SADC region had achieved the 30% original target.  
These are Mozambique (39.2%), South Africa (45%), Tanzania (36%) and Angola (38.6%). All of these 
countries have some form of a quota. South Africa is ranked 17th in the world and now 3rd in the SADC 
region in terms of women’s representation. In the case of Mozambique and South Africa, success stems 
largely from the fact that the ruling parties, Front for the Liberation of Mozambique (Frelimo) and the African 
National Congress (ANC) respectively, have internal party lists with 30% quotas for women. Tanzania, 
Lesotho and Namibia which also have a system of reserved seats for women in politics have contributed 
significantly to the regional average of 21.4% of women in politics, which is higher than the global average 
of 19.4% (Beal, 2005). To date, 13 SADC members have signed the Protocol but only seven have 
deposited instruments of ratification. These member states are Angola, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, 
Seychelles, Tanzania and Zimbabwe. Mauritius and Botswana are the only countries that have not signed 
the Protocol (The Southern Times, 2011). 
3.18.3 SADC Regional Women’s Parliamentary Caucus 
The Regional Women’s Parliamentary Caucus is an established organ of the SADC Parliamentary Forum, 
which provides an institutional framework to follow up on the political commitments of the participation and 
representation of women in positions of power and decision-making at all levels. While gender equality and 
women’s empowerment for instance demonstrated through the participation and representation of women 
has in general been accepted at the level of principle in the SADC region and is espoused in the SADC 
Protocol on Gender and Development, which calls for at least 50% representation of women in public and 
private sectors, this principle has not always translated into practice. For instance in the year 2005 only a 
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few countries in the region – Mozambique (36%), South Africa (32%) and Tanzania (30%) – had reached 
the 1997 SADC Declaration on Gender and Development target for at least 30% representation of women 
in parliaments. 
The “critical minority” of at least 30% is commonly considered necessary for women to have significant 
impact in positions of power and decision-making as conduits for democratic governance (Irwin, 2008). 
Among the factors for achieving a high level of women’s representation are a politically conducive climate, 
political will, the electoral system and the willingness to take special measures to increase women’s 
representation. Even where the political climate and electoral system are conducive, no country in Southern 
Africa that has achieved a high representation of women has done so without invoking political party 
quotas, whether legislated or voluntary. Countries with a Proportional Representation (PR) system and 
voluntary party quotas such as South Africa, Tanzania and Mozambique have fared well. The SADC 
Parliamentary Forum argues that the participation and representation of women, who constitute more than 
half of the populations of SADC countries, will necessarily imply an important democratic advance which is 
worthy of the SADC Parliamentary Forum to pursue in line with its five-year strategies. This is premised in 
the Forum’s recognition that attention to the political participation and representation of women in positions 
of power and decision-making is essential to achieving gender equality and sound democratic governance 
in the region (SADC Parliamentary Forum, 2005). 
Due to the fact that progress is slow and in some instances the small gains are being eroded, the SADC 
Parliamentary Forum has to adopt robust measures that accelerate the transformation of electoral systems, 
political parties’ constitutions and intra-party democratic processes from a gender perspective. The 
advocacy for women’s political participation and representation in elective positions through political parties’ 
constitutions and policy reforms, electoral reforms targeting electoral laws and systems reviews from a 
gender perspective is expected to contribute to a conducive environment that facilitate women’s political 
participation and representation in the SADC region.  
Governments all over the world have made a considerable number of statements and commitments 
regarding the rights demanded by women, in particular, their role in guaranteeing an environment that is 
conducive to life in both rural and urban settlements. The inclusion of issues of concern to the international 
community from the perspective of women in social and government agendas is also a major milestone. 
However, as has been expressed in several declarations by women’s and feminist organisations made 
before the organs responsible for the monitoring of the fulfilment of these commitments, there is still a 
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considerable gap between what has been said and what has been done. The tools available for making 
these commitments a reality are still weak, as are the economic resources for implementing them and 
monitoring their fulfilment. Local governments have ratified commitments relating to women in concrete 
international spaces such as the International Union of Local Authorities (IULA), the Worldwide Declaration 
on Women in Local Government (1998) and the United Cities and Local Governments Founding Congress 
Declaration (UCLG, 2004). 
3.19 Domestic Legislations 
Ensuring non-discrimination on the basis of gender is one of the key steps towards achieving a democratic 
and egalitarian society. It is also a sound basis for a country to make full use of its human resources. Non-
discrimination also helps a country to understand issues from the perspective of both men and women. 
Often, gender equality and gender justice have not been achieved because of continued discrimination 
against women. In order to achieve gender equality and gender justice, it is necessary to examine all 
issues, in this case the Constitution and the National Gender Policy (NGP), from the perspective of the lives 
of both men and women. This is because special steps may need to be taken in favour of women in order 
to achieve gender equality as it is usually against women that society discriminates (Tsanga, 2010). 
3.19.1 Lancaster House Constitution (1979) 
The Lancaster House Constitution of 1979 guaranteed citizens, regardless of sex, the right to direct 
participation in political parties in Section 21(1) which provided that: 
“Except  with his own consent or by way of parental discipline, no person shall be hindered in his 
freedom of assembly and association, that is to say, his right to assemble freely and associate with 
other persons and in particular to form or belong to political parties or trade unions or other 
associations for the protection of his interests.” 
The Constitution did not enshrine any measures to redress imbalances in the representation of women in 
politics. It only gave on paper, equal opportunities for the participation of both men and women in local 
governance. The Constitution could be used to rectify imbalances of power in order to protect and ensure 
citizens that they all have fair opportunities for participation. It then follows that women should be 
guaranteed access to an equal share of power in private and public life. Women’s participation in decision-
making bodies is a constitutional issue in so far as it can be interpreted to be a matter of individual right to 
freedom of expression of opinion and belief and of assembly and association. Section 23(2) purported to 
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protect women and other marginalised groups by providing for equality of all persons before the law and 
prohibiting discrimination. It provided that: 
“For the purpose of Subsection (1), a law shall be regarded as making a provision that is 
discriminatory and a person shall be regarded as having been treated in a discriminatory manner if, 
as a result of that law or treatment, persons of a particular description, race, tribe, place of origin, 
political opinion, colour, creed or gender are prejudiced.” 
Women’s groups in Zimbabwe argued that: 
“Although gender discrimination was now addressed by the Constitution, reservations contained in 
Section 23 remained problematic. All gender discrimination should be prohibited except where 
necessary differentiation is legitimately based on the biological or reproduction needs of women. 
Although the government ratified Cedaw, it has not yet made it fully operational.” (Gaidzanwa, 
2004).  
The Zimbabwe Women’s Resource Centre and Network (ZWRCN) noted that: 
“Section 111B of the Constitution of Zimbabwe states that no international treaty, covenant or 
agreement signed and ratified by the Zimbabwean government shall form part of the local laws 
unless parliament passes a law making an agreement part of the laws of Zimbabwe. Thus the 
important document on women’s rights, Cedaw, although signed and ratified by the Zimbabwean 
government, in 1991 with no reservations, is not a part of the local laws of Zimbabwe.” (ZWRCN, 
2000). 
The ZWRCN further noted that this in truth means that women in Zimbabwe cannot approach the courts 
alleging the infringement of any rights which they may have under Cedaw as such rights are not protected 
under local laws. 
3.19.2 The New Constitution of Zimbabwe (2013) 
After realising that the Lancaster House Constitution (1979) was flawed in many respects and had 
contributed to the crisis in Zimbabwe, the three parties (ZANU-PF, MDC-T and MDC) to the Global Political 
Agreement (GPA) agreed to embark on a process of developing a new constitution that would address 
some of the critical contributing factors to the Zimbabwe crisis (Mavedzenge, 2012). On 22 May 2012, 
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President Robert Mugabe signed into law the New Constitution of Zimbabwe following a 16 March 2013 
referendum and the approval by the Zimbabwean Parliament. The document replaces the country’s original 
Lancaster House Constitution (1979), dating back to the British colonial era. Among other changes, the 
New Constitution makes strides to improve the gender equality and the role of women in politics. The New 
Constitution of Zimbabwe recognises gender equality as one of the constitutional founding principles and 
outlaws discrimination. The former Lancaster House Constitution, which has to date co-existed with 
common law, saw many women and girls being discriminated against based on customary law and 
tradition, and in the private sphere this reigned supreme. 
The New Constitution approved by referendum on 16 March 2013 opens with provisions stating that 
respect for gender equality is one of the country’s Founding Values. The Declaration of Rights includes a 
section on women’s rights, has been expanded to include socioeconomic and cultural rights, and it could be 
used in legal or judicial proceedings.This is an important validation of gender equality so that in interpreting 
the constitution and all other laws, the value of gender equality will have to be taken into account. 
Consequently, the legality of laws or practices that undermine the value of gender equality will be 
questionable. This means new opportunities for women in jobs, education, finance and credit must be 
ensured by the government and in national funding.  
3.19.2.1 Legality of Affirmative Action 
The equality and non-discrimination clause recognises the need for affirmative action measures to redress 
disadvantages of the past. Clause 4.7(6) reads: 
“To promote the achievement of equality, reasonable legislative and other measures may be taken to 
protect or advance people or classes of people who have been disadvantaged by unfair discrimination 
and: 
(a) Such measures must be taken to redress circumstances of genuine need; 
(b) No such measure is to be regarded as unfair.” 
Section 56 (2) of the Constitution states that women and men have the right to equal treatment, including 
the right to equal opportunities in political, economic, cultural and social spheres. 
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56 (1) All persons are equal before the law and have the-- right to equal protection and benefit of the 
law. 
(3) Women and men have the right to equal treatment, including the right to equal opportunities in 
political, economic, cultural and social spheres. 
This must be read together with the National Objective on Education under Clause 2.117 which states that: 
“In particular, the State must take measures to ensure that girls are afforded the same 
opportunities as boys to obtain education at all levels.” 
It must be read together with Clause 2.3 on the National Objective and Empowerment which reads as 
follows: 
“All State and governmental institutions and agencies at every level must endeavour to facilitate rapid 
and equitable development, and in particular must take measures to – 
(d) Rectify imbalances resulting from past practices and policies.” 
Past practices and policies include cultural and other practices that have materially disadvantaged women 
and girls. This means that in empowerment programmes, such as land reform and indigenisation, women 
have a platform to claim special privileges to advance their position on the basis that past practices and 
policies have materially disadvantaged them on account of their gender. 
3.19.2.2 50-50 Representation 
Further, the New Constitution recognises in specific terms that gender balance is one of the key national 
objectives. Clause 2.7 states that: 
“The State must promote full gender balance in Zimbabwean society and in particular: 
(a) The State must promote full participation of women in all spheres of Zimbabwean society on the 
basis of equality with men; 
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(b) The State must take reasonable measures, including legislative measures, to ensure that both 
genders are equally represented in all institutions and agencies of the State and government, in 
particular in Commissions and other bodies established by or under this Constitution; and  
(c) State and governmental institutions and agencies at every level must take practical measures to 
ensure that women have access to resources, including land, on the basis of equality with men. 
(d) The State must take positive measures to rectify past gender discrimination.” 
Of particular significance is paragraph (b) above which requires equal representation of women in all 
institutions and agencies of the State and government. This means that there should be 50-50 
representation of women in all State institutions and agencies, something that was demanded and 
supported strongly during the outreach process. 
3.19.2.3 Equality of Representation in Parliament 
Complementary provisions providing for equal representation of women are to be found in parts of the 
Constitution that deal with the composition of legislative bodies. Clause 7.9 (3) on the composition of the 
National Assembly provides that: 
“The Electoral Law, or some other Act of Parliament, must make provision to ensure that, so far as 
practicable, at least half the membership of the National Assembly consists of women.” 
Similarly, Clause 7.5 (4) on the composition of the Senate states that: 
“The Electoral Law, or some other Act of Parliament, must make provision to ensure that, so far as 
practicable, at least half the total numbers of Senators referred to in [the provisions on composition] 
are women.” 
Arguably, these provisions provide a platform upon which to advance and give full effect to the noble 
aspiration of 50-50 representation of both sexes in Parliament. 
The new Constitution also includes a special measure to increase women’s representation in Parliament, 
introducing for this purpose in the National Assembly, 60 reserved seats for women who will be elected 
through a system of Proportional Representation (PR) based on the votes cast for political party candidates 
in a general election for the 210 members. The 60 reserved seats for women will be additional to any 
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women elected to the other 210 seats. Article 124 of the new Constitution provides that for the life of the 
first two parliaments: 
“An additional sixty women, six from each of the [ten] provinces of Zimbabwe shall be elected on a 
proportional representation basis to the 210 existing National Assembly seats, that are open to 
both women and men.”  
This guarantees women 18% of the seats in parliament through the PR provision, with the possibility of 
additional seats through the openly contested elections. The provisions will also apply to the Senate, to the 
60 directly elected members among a total of 80 (the other 20 are reserved for Chiefs and people with 
disabilities). The new constitutional measure states that the 60 elected Senators will be chosen from a 
party-list system of Proportional Representation, in which male and female candidates are listed alternately, 
with every list headed by a female candidate. 
Section 17 (1) of the New Constitution of Zimbabwe states that; 
The State must promote full gender balance in Zimbabwean society, and in particular: 
(a) The State must promote full participation of women in all spheres of Zimbabwean society on the 
basis of equality with men; 
(b) The State must take all measures, including legislative measures, needed to ensure that: 
(i) Both genders are equally represented in all institutions and agencies of government at every level; 
and 
(ii) Women constitute at least half the membership of all Commissions and other elective and appointed 
governmental bodies established by or under this Constitution or any Act of Parliament; 
(j) The State must and all institutions and agencies of government at every level must take practical 
measures to ensure that women have access to resources, including land, on the basis of equality 
with men. 
(2) The State must positive measures to rectify gender discrimination and imbalances resulting from 
past practices and policies. 
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Section 80 on the Rights of Women states that: 
(1) Every woman has full and equal dignity of the person with men and this includes equal 
opportunities in political, economic and social activities. 
(2) Women have the same rights as men regarding the custody and guardianship of children, but an 
Act of Parliament may regulate how these rights are to be exercised. 
(3) All laws, customs, traditions and cultural practices that infringe the rights of women conferred by 
this Constitution are void to the extent of the infringement. 
This is a positive breakthrough that the Constitution of Zimbabwe has ensured gender parity and women’s 
empowerment. However, there is need to be realistic and acknowledge that the biggest challenge in Africa 
is implementation of the provisions of these constitutions. The biggest question is what strategies are there 
for civil society organisations to ensure that the government and political parties respect the constitutional 
provisions and embrace its principles in government and their own political parties. 
Section 245 of the New Constitution will also establish a Zimbabwe Gender Commission tasked with 
promoting gender equality in all spheres of life. Its mandate will include: 
(1) There is a commission to be known as the Zimbabwe Gender Commission consisting of: 
(a) A chairperson appointed by the President after consultation with the Committee on Standing 
Rules and Orders; and 
(b) Eight other members, of whom: 
(h) Seven are appointed by the President from the list of not fewer than twelve nominees submitted by 
the Committee on Standing Rules and Orders; and 
(ii) One is a nominee of the National Council of Chiefs, appointed by the President. 
(2) Members of the Zimbabwe Gender Commission must be chosen for their integrity and their 
knowledge and understanding of gender issues in social, cultural, economic and political spheres 
and the genders must be equally represented on the Commission. 
Among the functions of the Zimbabwe Gender Commission are: 
(a) To monitor issues concerning gender equality to ensure gender equality as provided in this 
Constitution; 
(b) To investigate possible violations of rights relating to gender; 
162 
 
(c) To receive and consider complaints from the public and to take such action in regard to the 
complaints as it considers appropriate; 
(d) To conduct research into issues relating to gender and social justice, and to recommend 
changes to laws and practices which lead to discrimination based on gender; 
(e) To advise public and private institutions on steps to be taken to ensure gender equality; 
(f) To recommend affirmative action programmes to achieve gender equality; 
(g) To recommend prosecution for criminal violations of rights relating to gender 
(h) To secure appropriate redress where rights relating to gender have been violated; and 
(i) To do everything necessary to promote gender equality. 
The new Constitution will also be more aligned with several of the key international and regional gender 
equality and women’s rights instruments that Zimbabwe has signed and ratified. These include the Protocol 
to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa and the Southern 
African Development Community Gender and Development Protocol among others. As all existing laws will 
be reviewed to ensure they comply, the new Constitution is expected to have a domino effect. Additional 
laws will also be drafted where gaps currently exist. The New Constitution incorporates most of the 
women’s movement’s demands and provides a solid legal framework for the protection and promotion of 
women’s fundamental rights and freedoms (Zimbabwe Women Lawyers Association, 2012). 
3.19.4 The National Gender Policy (2013-2017) 
The National Gender Policy (2012-2017) replaced the first National Gender Policy (NGP) of 2004. The first 
National Gender Policy gave way to a range of initiatives meant to address gender inequalities. The ethos 
of Growth with Equity underpinned the 2004 NGP which was implemented under four thematic areas 
namely; 
(a) Women in Politics and Decision-Making;  
(b) Women and the Economy;  
(c) Education and Training of Women; and 
(d) Institutional Mechanisms for the Advancement of Women.  
 
The widely consultative review of the 2004 NGP revealed that during the eight years of implementation of 
the 2004 NGP, five main achievements were recorded namely: 
(a) The passing of a series of legislation to operationalise the policy; 
163 
 
(b) institutional and structural reforms that saw the national gender machinery being streamlined and 
strengthened through the creation of a separate Ministry responsible for gender and women affairs; 
(c) Institutionalisation of processes for gender mainstreaming including gender budgeting;  
(d) The development and launch of the framework for broad based women’s economic empowerment; 
and  
(e) Far-reaching constitutional provisions for gender equality and equity. However, despite these 
achievements, representation of women remains below the gender parity ideal as shown by the 
skewed statistics from education, employment, commerce and political and economic decision-
making and the increasing cases of gender based violence. 
 
The second NGP seeks to address the shortcomings of the 2004 NGP and the emerging issues prevailing 
under the changing political, economic and social contexts at local, regional and global levels. At 
international and regional levels, some of the key developments post 2004 that set out new priorities 
includes: 
(a) The 2005 Beijing+10 global review that made recommendations to areas that required special attention 
and action; 
(b) The submission of the combined State Party Cedaw Report; 
(c) The development a national follow-up plan on Rio, and 
(d) The 2008 SADC Protocol on Gender and Development that set out 28 substantive targets for achieving 
gender equality by 2015. 
 
The key developments at national level include; 
(a) the elaborate new Constitutional provisions with a thrust on gender equality;  
(b) the Medium Term Plan (2012-2015) the national economic development strategy which introduces 
a development paradigm emphasising on gender responsive budgets and gender mainstreaming 
into economic activities and commits to advancing equal participation in productive sectors; 
(c) The indigenisation drive which motivated the development and implementation of the 
Indigenisation and Empowerment Policy;  
(d) The 2011 Broad-Based Women’s Economic Empowerment Framework (BBWEEF), a mechanism 
for women’s economic empowerment applicable across all sectors and levels of society; and 
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(e) The Land Reform programme implemented over the past 10 years, whose gains will, to a great 
extent, be meaningfully consolidated under new gender policy provisions. Other changes that 
further pronounce gender disparities include technology advancements and climate change. The 
developments stated above have implications on gender equality and make a new NGP imperative 
for the effective advancement of gender equality and equity. This second National Gender Policy 
therefore seeks to: 
“Achieve a gender just society where men and women enjoy equality and equity and participate as 
equal partners in the development process of the country.” The policy goal is: “To eradicate gender 
discrimination and inequalities in all spheres of life and development.” 
 
Eight priority areas were identified, namely: Gender, Constitutional and Legal Rights; Gender and 
Economic Empowerment; Gender, Politics and Decision-Making; Gender and Health; Gender, Education 
and Training; Gender-Based Violence; Gender and Environment; and Gender, Media and Information 
Communication Technology Systems (ICTS). These thematic areas form the basis for the development of 
policy objectives and strategies for the period 2013-17. This NGP is underpinned by principles of gender 
justice, equality, integration and inclusiveness. 
 
The need for a new Gender Policy is apparent for two main reasons. Firstly, important targets that were set 
in the 2004 GNP, the 2008 SADC Protocol and the Millennium Development Goals, are yet to be achieved. 
Secondly, new development priorities are emerging at global and regional levels while the social, political 
and economic landscape in Zimbabwe has changed. It is acknowledged that the pathway to gender equity 
and equality ensues through a process whose course should adhere to ever-changing contexts. The 
guiding policy frameworks and strategies therefore need to be assessed and reviewed continuously for 
them to remain relevant and effective within changing contexts. The most notable national landscape 
change is the new Constitution whose provision for gender equality is very explicit. Other priorities are 
emerging through the 2008 SADC Protocol, the commitments towards addressing Climate Change, 
Zimbabwe’s Land Reform, Economic Recovery Programme, Indigenisation and Empowerment framework 
and other sector-specific national initiatives. All these spell out new commitments that necessitated a 
review of the 2004 Policy. The mission for gender equality and equity needs to be aligned to this 
landscape. 
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This NGP therefore provides a new framework for gender equality and equity. It outlines Zimbabwe’s vision 
for a gender-just society and how the nation should strive towards this ideal. It details the overarching 
principles, eight priority thematic areas, policy objectives and strategies. It also defines the institutional 
arrangements through which the policy will be implemented and a framework for monitoring and evaluating 
the progress and achievements of this policy. 
 
Since 2004, significant progress has been made towards providing the legislative, planning and 
implementation frameworks for gender equality programming. From these developments there are positive 
outcomes namely: 
(a) Increase in awareness that has stimulated gender mainstreaming in public programmes including 
economic and fiscal planning;  
(b) The gender gaps are closing in and in some instances gender parity has been attained, for 
example primary school enrolment and literacy;  
(c) Increased participation of women in political decision-making;  
(d) Reduction in HIV and AIDS infection rates, particularly among women.  
 
Despite these achievements, Zimbabwe is still ranking lowly in gender equality ranking. The 2011 Human 
Development Report revealed that the Gender Inequality Index (GII) is at 0.583 compared with an ideal of 
zero. This indicates the generally low status of women with respect to reproductive health, empowerment, 
access, control and ownership of economic resources and economic opportunities, and participation in 
decision-making. An intensive internal policy consultation and review of the current achievements also 
confirmed this position. A clear picture of the current situation is best demonstrated by an analysis of the 28 
substantive targets for achieving gender equality outlined in the 2008 SADC Protocol on Gender and 
Development accountability framework.  
3.20 Implementation of the International, Regional and Domestic Obligations 
It is important to assess the actual progress that has been made against the background of the above 
international, regional and national initiatives. Existing literature indicates that it is important to assess 
achievement in gender equality and empowerment within the framework of four broad inter-related areas 
which are economic, social, political participation and women’s human rights (Sen, 1993; Longwe, 2000; 
World Bank, 2001).  
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Table 3.1 Overview of the Different Dimensions of Gender Inequality 
Dimensions of Capability    Form of Gender Inequality 
Economic participation Gender discrimination in access to and control over resources such as land, 
property, agricultural inputs, extension services, employment, and a wide range 
of livelihood opportunities. Women are the most disadvantaged. 
Social participation Gender discrimination in access to essential public services such as education, 
health, water, energy and social security and protection, community and family 
support. 
Political participation Gender discrimination in participating in decision-making processes, such as in 
political institutions and policy making organisations, consultation, and the rights 
and responsibilities of citizenship. African women do not always participate in 
public and private decision-making spheres to bring their priorities and needs 
into the agenda. 
Women’s human rights Violations of women’s human rights are human rights violations that women face 
simply by virtue of being a woman. Women suffer various human rights 
violations that men do not, such as being deprived of schooling, forced 
marriages, and violence. 
Source: The African Development Forum (2008). 
Many countries have used the international, continental and regional obligations to empower women in 
social, economic and political areas. These have served as instruments for measuring progress, identifying 
gaps and galvanising national action to achieve gender equality and shared partnership between men and 
women. Measured against the benchmarks and the objectives set out in these obligations, some progress 
has been achieved by most countries in the realisation of women’s human rights in all aspects of life and 
for their economic and political empowerment (Ecosoc, 1999). Most countries have made tremendous 
progress in the implementation of the international and regional obligations. The UNDP in its 2010 report 
titled The Path to Achieving the Millennium Development Goals: a Synthesis of Evidence from around the 
World indicates that there has been success in the 34 countries it had surveyed. These reports looks 
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primarily at evidence from programmes that have helped countries move closer toward achieving these 
obligations. From the country reports, governments have approached the issue of gender equality from 
many directions. For many countries, the major steps towards gender equality have included drafting 
appropriate legal frameworks and building representation and participation of women on the national 
legislations that create those laws (UNDP, 2010). 
When countries ratify any particular convention, it is taken for granted that the formal commitment to apply 
the provisions of the convention is an indication of willingness to accept a measure of international 
supervision. For instance, all signatories of Cedaw are obliged to take all necessary initiatives to eliminate 
discrimination against women whether in public or private life. These initiatives include the enactment of 
new laws and nullification or abolition of existing laws, regulations, customs and practices that discriminate 
women in society. Thus, these Conventions should promote equal opportunities for both genders in terms 
of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights (Sikoska and Kardam, 2001). 
African governments have established various institutional mechanisms at different levels, including 
national machineries to mainstream gender in the formulation of policies, plans, programmes, and to 
undertake policy advocacy. They are also responsible for facilitating, coordinating and monitoring the 
implementation of national gender policies as well as regional and international instruments that promote 
gender equality. SADC countries have made great strides in increasing the levels of representation of 
women in local government with a regional average of 22% (Tolmay, 2008). The principles of gender 
equality have been written into the constitutions of many countries, but individual laws have often had to be 
changed or repealed altogether to reflect adequately the principles of gender equality set out in Cedaw and 
reflected in various international and regional obligations. Twenty African countries have worked towards 
increasing the proportion of women in national parliaments or legislative bodies by introducing 
constitutional quotas (Tolmay, 2008).  
The implementation of quotas has increased the percentage women in legislative and executive positions 
in government. A United Nations Development Fund for Women (Unifem) study carried out in 2008 found 
that the average representation of women in legislative bodies was 21.9% in countries that used quotas 
and 15.3% in those that did not (Unifem, 2008). However, despite most countries having gender-responsive 
constitutions and several human rights laws in place that advance and protect women’s rights, social, 
economic and political interests, culture and prejudice have combined to continue marginalising, 
subordinating and exploiting women. This is further compounded by waning political will that is evidenced 
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by limited attention and little funding allocated by governments to promote the participation and 
representation of women in politics (UNDP, 2010). 
Unlike treaty bodies such as Cedaw, most international and regional obligations do not have strong 
enforcement mechanisms. It seems sovereignty still reigns supreme, as a non-compliant state cannot be 
‘punished’. Monitoring and enforcement mechanisms therefore have a crucial significance on achieving 
accountability and implementation. Real success in making the international and regional obligations a 
reality for women lies in focusing on the continuum of action from development, to adoption, ratification, 
domestication, implementation, to monitoring and enforcement (Mhlanga, 2008). Women’s rights activists 
and movements need to position themselves to influence this continuum in an effective way, so that the 
potential to transform the lives of women in a deep and meaningful way and the 50% parity in politics is 
realised. 
The failure by most governments to implement the international and regional obligations in order to 
increase the representation and participation of women in politics was summarised by a statement made by 
Liberian President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf in 2008 in Unifem’s Progress for World’s Women, when she 
indicated that: 
“The Universal Declaration of Human Rights states that the will of the people shall be the basis of 
the authority of government Article 21 (3). Half, even more than half of the world population, are 
women. Yet for far too long, women’s will, women’s voices, women’s interests, priorities and needs 
have not been heard, have not determined who governs, have not guided how they govern, and to 
what ends. Since women are often amongst the least powerful of citizens, with the fewest social 
and economic resources on which to build political power, special efforts are often needed to elicit 
and amplify their voice.” 
From the above theoretical and conceptual underpinnings, the framework below has been developed for 
the smooth progression of the research. The argument of the framework is that access and numbers are a 
prerequisite for, but do not guarantee transformation. The framework indicates the factors that affect 
women in accessing, participating and transforming the decision-making processes. This research argues 
that once women have entered into decision-making positions, it is necessary to remove the barriers to 
their effective participation. When women are present in significant numbers and are able to represent 
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themselves and participate effectively, it is only at this point that they can start to make an impact in 
transforming the decision-making processes.  
Figure 3.1 Conceptual Model of the Research 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Adapted from Mtintso (2009) 
3.21 Access 
Women have been denied access to political decision-making for a number of reasons that basically boil 
down to the fact that societies all over the world have defined women’s space as being in the private rather 
than in the public sphere. Of all the areas of decision-making, politics is the most public of public spaces, 
and therefore has been among the most hostile for women to access. There is very little evidence to 
Access: Mechanisms for getting women in and achieving 
the critical mass. 
-Electoral Systems 
- Quotas 
- Political Party Commitment 
- Regional and International Obligations 
- Civil Society Activism 
 Participation and Retention: Factors that help or 
hinder the effectiveness of women in politics. 
Social: culture, the media. 
Political: history, electoral systems, quotas, political 
parties. 
Institutional: language, support. 
Personal: background, exposure. 
Transformation: changes in 
gender relations. 
Institutional: culture, discourse, 
location, structures and capacity 
building. 
Personal: empowerment of women, 
men changing attitudes. 
Government instruments: gender-
specific laws, policies, gender in all 
laws and policies, services. 
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support the assumption that local government as an area of immediate and direct interest to women is 
more accessible to their participation. The activities of local government affect both men and women in 
ways that are fundamental to satisfying basic needs and quality of life. Women and men, do not, however, 
enjoy equal access to or control over the basic services provided by local government, because women 
continue to be under-represented in both the political leadership and administration at the local level. Yet 
local government, as the order of government closest to citizens, is in the best position to involve women 
and men in decisions affecting their lives (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
Women’s limited access to economic and financial resources at the household level influences their 
marginality in decision-making at the household level and obstructs them from participating in public 
domains (UNDP, 2000, World Bank, 2000). The informality of structures used by women in participating 
has made women invisible in formal politics. The limited participation of women in politics is explained by 
Waylen (1996) as the result of their role in the private sphere along with the structures of formal politics 
such as the timing of meetings, the harsh competition, and more widespread discrimination against women, 
for example in selection procedures. The high cost for women to participate in formal politics, due to their 
domestic burdens and the gendered political culture, compared with benefits women gain, strengthens the 
marginal participation of women in conventional politics. Thus, there is neglect of how realities of women’s 
heavy burden in the household impede their participation in formal politics (Waylen, 1996). 
Women and men can best fulfil their personal, family and community responsibilities when they have equal 
access to local government programmes and services. It is important for local governments to understand 
gender roles and responsibilities, to recognise factors that affect gender relations and to play a role in 
promoting gender equality through their policies and programmes. Equitable access to programmes and 
services at the local level begins with measures to ensure equitable participation by men and women in 
decision-making bodies (McEwen, 2004). Women and men should be able to participate fully by allowing 
them to influence the outcome of decision-making processes and to play a substantive role in deciding on 
local government priorities and the allocation of public funds in order to reflect the needs and aspirations of 
both men and women. There appear to be two diametrically opposed trends at this level: a relatively high 
representation of women where parties and countries have decided to push the 50/50 agenda and see 
local politics as a less contested power base than national politics, and low levels of representation where 
the forces of tradition on the ground are such that politicians have not dared to challenge them (Morna and 
Tolmay, 2010). 
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3. 22 Participation and Retention 
For women decision-makers to be effective, strategies for increasing women’s representation must go 
beyond mere access and address the barriers to effective participation. Political decision-making is fraught 
with obstacles for women. These include: 
(a) Ideological factors, including the patriarchal nature of all societies and the intersection between 
racism, sexism, culture and religion. This may vary with time, place and country. It may also differ 
between the different spheres of government. As this study will show, such forces often loom 
much larger as barriers at the local than at the national level. 
(b) Political factors, such as support from the party and party structures; the kind of electoral system 
and where one sits in the political spectrum. Women in opposition, for example, face the 
challenges both of being female and of being in opposition; a combination of factors that can be 
especially challenging at local level where public scrutiny is often closer and more personal. 
(c) Institutional factors, such as leadership and management roles within the institutions as well as 
links and networks with organisations outside parliament. These factors are often more acute at 
local level, where women may be numerous, but short on actual influence as men dominate key 
positions and decisions, either directly or indirectly. 
(d) Personal Agency, such as individual backgrounds, grounding, values and capacity. Generally, 
levels of education and exposure are higher at national than local level. Ironically many of the 
issues to be addressed at this level such as levying of taxes, balancing of budgets, outsourcing 
and managing of infrastructure) are technical and require more than basic skills to be able to 
guide, manage, and hold officials to account. This raises serious questions concerning what kind 
of capacity building is most appropriate at local level.  
What is important to underscore is that each factor that serves as a barrier to effective participation can be 
turned around into an enabling factor. The very process of enabling participation becomes part of the 
transformation of people, institutions, and society as a whole. 
3.23 Transformation 
Representation and participation in decision-making allows for the full spectrum of voices to be heard, 
experiences and values to be centred and for citizens to take responsibility for, and change their own lives. 
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Once citizens who had previously been reduced to non-citizens bring ‘other’ views, paradigms begin to 
change. Those who had always spoken on behalf of others, assuming they know what the other feels, are 
challenged. Various myths are exploded and a new understanding begins. When women enter decision-
making, the concept, content and form of politics and governance, and the way that they are practised, 
begin to change. Power relations shift. Outcomes begin to be informed by the new paradigm. There is a 
constant struggle because the tools for transformation are often the very same institutions that need to be 
transformed (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
Transformation of gender relations is understood in this study to consist of the following components: 
(a) The empowerment of women to take their equal and rightful role in all areas of social, economic 
and political endeavour;  
(b) Change in the attitudes of men to allow women to take their rightful place as well to free men of 
those burdens of masculinity that prevent them from working as equal partners with women; 
(c) Change in discourse: Discourse refers to the language, actions, means of reference, and spheres 
of influence, among other things. Women who participate politically and lead public lives have in 
some countries managed to impact on the way that women in general can and should be referred 
to. This in part by becoming involved in areas which were traditionally seen as ‘men’s affairs’ or 
‘hard politics’ such as defence, finance, foreign policy, as well as insisting on redefining and 
prioritising ‘soft issues’ such as maternity leave, welfare and education; 
(d) Change of institutions: The creation of specialised institutions, or setting up departments or groups 
within institutions, which develop, monitor, and implement gender equality within and without 
(Karam, 2000). 
3.24 Conclusion 
The representation and participation of women in local governance is directly linked to the advancement of 
women and is a basic requirement in the journey towards gender equality. To ensure that the decisions that 
affect women’s lives are taken seriously, women should not be passive bystanders in their own 
development but should be proactively involved to ensure that the socio-economic patterns that marginalise 
and keep them dependent are changed. As a signatory to the Cedaw, BPFA, the African Union Protocol on 
Women’s Rights, and the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development, Zimbabwe has made commitments 
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to protect the rights of women and address gender inequalities which must be fully implemented and 
embraced as part of the new Constitution. This also presents a great opportunity for domestication of these 
international women’s rights instruments. 
This chapter has presented the various theoretical and conceptual frameworks for understanding the 
representation and participation of rural women in local governance. The various international and regional 
obligations and domestic legislations on women’s political rights have been presented. The conceptual 
model that guides the research has also been developed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
4.0 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the methodology for conducting the empirical study. The specific research design, 
study population, sample selection, validity, reliability and sensitivity, and the data analysis techniques used 
are explained. Palys (1997) defines research methodology as a procedural logic followed to conduct a 
scientific inquiry to test a key hypothesis or answer a research question to enable the research to predict 
and explain specific phenomena by amassing various scientific facts in an endeavour to tacitly agree to the 
epistemic imperative meaning and quest for truthful knowledge. The scientific facts must be reliable and 
valid (Mouton and Prozesky, 2001). Research methodology can also be defined as the “systematic and 
logical study of the principles guiding the investigation concerned with the questions of how the research 
established social knowledge and how such knowledge can convince others that the knowledge is correct” 
(Bulmer, 1984:4). This study covered the 15 districts of Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of 
Zimbabwe. 
4.2 Research Design 
 Research design is the framework or scheme which provides adequate and systematic investigation of a 
research problem. It involves deciding how the research strategy and methods will be implemented in the 
context of a specific inquiry. It is the overall plan which set guidelines for conducting the research study 
(Polit and Hungler, 1991).  A research design can be viewed as an overarching strategy for unearthing 
useful answers to problems (McCaig, 2010). Qualitative data was used in this study. 
4.3 Qualitative Approach 
Langmaid (1998) defines qualitative research as centrally concerned with understanding phenomena rather 
than with measuring them. It is also “a form of inquiry that explores phenomena in their natural settings and 
uses multiple methods to interpret, understand, explain and bring meaning to them” (Anderson and 
Arsenhault, 1998:118). Qualitative research methodology was chosen because the investigation involved 
an in-depth study of entities such as legal, institutional, policy and decentralisation aspects of 
representation and participation which are the main features of local governance. The key to qualitative 
research is to ensure that it is flexible, concise, systematic and fully integrated into a coherent research 
(Marshal and Roseman, 2006). Qualitative research was used to examine the attitudes, feelings and 
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motivations of the sample. It involves descriptive data that are made of words rather than numbers 
(Rudestam and Newton, 1992). Creswell (1994) pointed out that there are six assumptions in qualitative 
designs based on Merriam’s (1988) assumptions which are:  Process, learning how people make sense of 
their lives and experiences; the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection and analysis; it 
involves field work; description, that is the research is interested in the process, meaning, and 
understanding gained through words or pictures; and it is inductive (Creswell, 1994). 
Qualitative research was most suitable for exploring the complexity of power struggles in ensuring gender 
equality in local governance in Zimbabwe since it allowed the researcher to gain insights into participants’ 
views and interactions. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) describe qualitative research as a study which is 
conducted in its natural setting and which attempts to make sense of and interpret phenomena in terms of 
the meanings people bring to them. The ability of qualitative research to capture how social interaction is 
routinely enacted is frequently pointed to be one of its strength (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Sobo, 1998; 
Silverman, 1999). It was suitable in documenting the ways in which meanings were constructed and 
negotiated within particular social contexts (Holdaway, 2000). It was also beneficial in understanding critical 
issues in engendering local governance and in providing explanations for research questions including the 
nature of women’s participation in local governance. 
Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) express a similar view. According to them, the characteristics of 
qualitative research are: Induction, discovery, exploration, and the researcher serving as the primary 
‘instrument’ of data collection and qualitative analysis. Thus, this strategy is most likely to be appropriate in 
dealing with the research questions, purpose and objectives of the study. 
Swartz, De la Rey and Duncan (2007) also argue that qualitative research has the following characteristics: 
(a) Focus on the study and interpretation of meaning. Various qualitative approaches recognise that the 
meaning of human experience is worth examining. Qualitative research is therefore the interpretive study of 
a particular phenomenon; 
 (b) Human experience is always interpreted and can never be fully understood. Therefore qualitative 
research work from the assumption that an individual’s understanding of the world is always mediated and 
as such there is always an interpretive component to it; and 
  (c) Qualitative research indicates that language does not merely reflect reality, but it always conveys 
something about one’s interpretation of reality. This means that human beings can never be totally 
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objective and neutral. Researchers are always interpreting what they see, hear and experience. Instead of 
trying to eliminate the influence of the researcher’s understanding totally, qualitative methods have 
attempted to develop techniques which take into account the researcher’s perspective which is addressed 
as a component of the knowledge generation process. 
Qualitative approach is usually identified with small samples, the ‘how’ questions and ‘word’ form of data 
presentation. It is often linked to the case study orientation, inductive and constructivist approaches of 
inquiry and is considered highly flexible than quantitative approaches. Its data obtained from documents, 
correspondence and case histories is known to consist of detailed descriptions on events, people, 
interactions and observed behaviour, verbal quotations and as a reflection of people’s attitudes, beliefs and 
experiences (Lynch, 1983; Punch, 1998; Bryman, 2001). Qualitative research is therefore an interpretivist 
methodology that provides a way of identifying in-depth information about a subject especially concerning 
under-researched areas, sensitive topics or groups that are hard to reach (Dahlberg and McCaig, 2010). 
Qualitative data has been influenced by the nature of the study that centres on exploring the opinions and 
perceptions of respondents on varied aspects of representation and participation in local governance as 
reflected in the research questions. 
The use of qualitative approach assisted in capturing interactions among various stakeholders in local 
governance. The concept of women’s participation in local governance was a very sensitive area, 
especially considering the time the research was carried out when the country was preparing for the 
harmonised elections. The issue of gender equality in local governance was a sensitive topic since it was 
perceived by rural women to be a “political issue” which threatened them and their families. There was 
suspicion and fear especially in some districts in Masvingo Province about discussions on questions which 
were of political nature and required the researcher to establish a close relationship with the research 
participants so as to build trust. Qualitative research suited the ethical and political context of the study 
since it allowed participants to express their feelings, determine topics for discussion and explain 
inconsistent and conflicting opinions and deep seated beliefs and proposed solutions to their problems. 
4.4 Study Population and Sample 
A research population is the collection of all units of study about which the research wishes to make 
specific analysis and conclusions (Welman, 2007). Research population helped to decide which unit to 
include and which to exclude from the group of study. A population was considered to be any group of 
people who shared a common set of traits and were therefore, of interest to the research. Zimbabwe has 
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10 provinces and 61 Rural District Councils (RDCs). The study covered two provinces of Masvingo and 
Mashonaland Central with a total of 15 RDCs and 410 wards. According to Peil (1982), a sample is viewed 
as a set of elements which are ideally representative of the population. The issue of representativeness 
was critical in the sampling process. This entailed the selection of a part to represent the whole. Efforts 
were made to sample 105 wards out of the 410 wards in the two provinces using the purposive sampling 
technique.  
A sample of 250 respondents was chosen for this study. The respondents comprised of 15 District 
Administrators (DAs), 105 Ward Councillors, six officials from NGOs at provincial level, four party district 
chairpersons of the two political parties dominant in the two provinces, the Zimbabwe African National 
Union Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) and the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), and 120 rural women. 
The inclusion of men in the sample was important to understand the impact that women have on men in 
local government structures and also to understand how they view changes that are likely to take place, if 
any, as a result of the inclusion of women in this sphere of government (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
4.4.1 Purposive Sampling 
Purposive sampling was used in this study. Masons (1996: 96) explains purposive sampling as “a set of 
procedures where the research manipulates its analysis, theory and sampling activities interactively during 
the research process. It is intended to facilitate a process whereby research generates and tests theory 
from the analysis of data rather than using data to test out or to falsify a pre-existing theory.” Purposive 
sampling entails obtaining information from specific target groups. This type of sampling will be confined to 
respondents who can provide the desired information. The use of purposive sampling is based on the 
research questions and guided by theoretical principles aiming at maximum variation which captured the 
diversity of the population and strengthen the exploratory power of the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; 
Bryman and Burgess, 1997). In this study, the sample was continuously refined until it was seen to provide 
adequate understanding of the processes and problems associated with the participation and 
representation of women in local governance and making meaningful comparisons between the diverse 
actors involved in local governance. The desired sample size not only depends on the size of the study 
population but also on the variance (heterogeneity) of the variable. As a general rule, the larger the 
variance of the variable, the larger the sample required. Therefore in subjects that are relatively 
homogeneous, a relatively smaller sample may be sufficient (Mouton and Prozesky, 2001). 
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Purposive sampling enabled the research to obtain extensive opinions on women’s participation and 
representation in local governance. The intention of sampling women ward councillors is to establish how 
such women perceive the process of getting elected into local councils. Male councillors were included to 
establish whether their views on women’s representation and participation are of any divergence from the 
views of women and if so in what particular aspects. The 15 DAs from the two provinces were incorporated 
in the study, based on their administrative duties that bring them closer to the political representatives 
through council meetings and implementation of council programmes. By virtue of their positions, DAs are 
conversant with the challenges that rural women face in their access, representation and participation in 
local governance. DAs were crucial in identifying ward councillors, chairpersons of ward committees, 
district chairpersons of political parties and NGO officials who are easily accessible and who are perceived 
to have wider knowledge and experience on local council issues. Political party leaders were important in 
describing the recruitment process of women councillors. 
While DAs assisted in identifying the appropriate respondents for the study for purposes of their 
accessibility, convenience sampling was also used. The intention of convenience sampling was to 
neutralise any possible bias of the recommended respondents from DAs. The ideal option therefore was to 
include some other respondents in the district who were not pre-targeted and who could easily be met 
during their visit to council offices or in their communities. 
4.5 Data Collection 
The data collection methods chosen in this research were guided generally by the methodology and scope 
of the study. It was also guided by methodological triangulation (Patton, 1990) or what Warwick (1983) 
describes as methodological integration. The aim was to obtain a deep understanding of the processes 
around issues of representation and participation of women in local governance and the challenges they 
face in accessing this institution. Although quantitative research provides figures that can frequently be 
used to say something about the position of women in decision-making bodies, the fact that positions, 
authority and challenges faced continuously change makes them a matter for qualitative analysis. 
Qualitative methods help the research to gain an understanding of the culture and community and provide 
a way to validate quantitative results (Quisumbing, 2003).  
The research sought to explore specific experiences and perceptions of a range of women from the two 
provinces. This means that the data collection methods needed to be controlled to the extent that each 
participant covered the specific areas which were being explored, yet still sufficiently open and flexible to 
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allow a cooperative approach, with each participant being able to speak in his or her own words. The 
research enlisted the services of two research assistants who underwent training before going on a pilot 
scheme by collecting data from the field. This pre-testing of the interview schedules and questionnaires 
helped to determine the competence of the research assistants, as well as the validity and reliability of the 
research instruments. The key informant interviews, survey method and secondary sources of data were 
used as data collection methods. 
4.5.1 Key Informant Interviews 
Interviewing is one of the most frequently used techniques of gathering qualitative and descriptive data that 
are difficult or time-consuming to unearth. Although emphasis was on qualitative data, key informants 
generated some quantitative data. Key informants allowed the research to develop a definition of 
dimensions involved in the research to discover boundaries of the communities, to identify extremes and to 
increase knowledge of the problem. An interview is defined as a face-to-face interaction between the 
researcher and the respondent. According to Palsy (1997: 144), it also involves “an on-going question and 
answer dialogue between the researcher and respondent.” Interviews are the most important sources of 
case study information. In an open-ended interview, key respondents are asked to comment about certain 
events. They may propose solutions or provide insight into events. The research must avoid becoming 
dependent on a single informant, and seek the same data from other sources to verify its authenticity. 
Personal interviews have a specific advantage in that respondents can be motivated to participate. They 
are initiated by the research for the specific purpose of obtaining research-relevant information and focus 
on content specified by the research objectives of systematic description, prediction and explanation (Boyd, 
1981). Bless and Higson-Smith (2000:104) state that the key informant interviews provide the researcher 
with a “direct personal contact” with the respondent who is asked questions relating to the research 
problem and serve as a qualitative technique to solicit first-hand information, or primary source. The 
technique facilitates the collection of valuable information from knowledgeable members of society. These 
people also represent dominant discourses on how things should be run. Their views may not necessarily 
reflect the lived reality of all the people in a given community. The strength of interviews is that they can be 
focused directly to the research topic and provide insight into the causation (Yin, 1994). They are a fast 
method of obtaining information and ensure higher participation of respondents compared to other 
methods. This technique also enables the interviewer to modify the line of inquiry, if need be, clarify and 
follow up interesting responses during the process. 
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The key informants  interviewed for this study included DAs, district chairpersons of the two political parties 
(MDC-T and ZANU-PF) dominant in the two provinces of Masvingo and Mashonaland Central, Ward 
Councillors and officials from Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). These are: Women in Politics 
Support Unit (Wipsu), Zimbabwe Women Resource Centre and Network (ZWRCN), Women in Local 
Government Forum (WILGF), Gender Links (GL) and Africa Community Publishing and Development Trust 
(ACPDT) and Women’s Trust (WT). Key informants provided community information on their area of 
competence such as attitudes, beliefs, natural resource information, local demographic profiles and other 
previous studies. A balance was struck between male and female key informants. Males are the 
gatekeepers of society in the study of rural local governance. They have administrative and political 
authority to set parameters of local government life (Nemarundwe, 2003). Therefore, women with 
specialised knowledge or with positions of community significance will be specifically targeted to 
counterbalance male knowledge paradigms. Female key informants provided information on how women 
deal with the formal and informal structures of society and the challenges that are being faced in accessing 
local government.  
The research engaged in one-on-one-type verbal interaction with the District Administrators (DAs) of the 15 
Rural District Councils (RDCs) in the two provinces. This was done so as to get insight into their 
perspectives and assessment of the issues pertaining to the history of the decentralisation policy and local 
governance, the role of formal and informal institutions, number of women in council committees, the 
weaknesses of the current local government system and the reasons for the under-representation and low 
participation of women in local government in Zimbabwe. The choice of the DAs was premised on their 
position in the district. Being at the helm, they are able to give a correct political and administrative 
overview and assessment of local government. These officials were allowed to answer the questions 
without any interference from the interviewer. Henning (2004: 53) maintains that according to procedures 
that flow from this standard, the interview is believed to be a ‘true’ or a ‘real’ subjective version of facts, 
opinions and feelings. Gubrium and Holstein (2002: 9) refer to this notion as “the mediation of 
contemporary life.” During this type of interview, the interviewer is a neutral facilitator who elicits the 
forthcoming information from the interviewee and the interviewee gives these responses with the help of 
questions in an atmosphere of trust and accountability. 
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4.5.2 Survey 
A survey refers to the collection of standardised information from a specific population or sample (Robson, 
1993). It provides quantitative or numerical description of some sample through data collection process 
involving asking participants some questions (Creswell, 1994). A survey method which served as the 
measuring instrument was developed for the purpose of this research. According to the classification of 
different types of research, the survey method used in this study is categorised as non-experimental or 
descriptive research (Salkinde, 2000). Leedy (1997) describes the purpose of descriptive research as 
comprising two major components. Firstly, the population stipulated in the research parameters are closely 
observed. Secondly, a recording is kept of the observations (data) so that conclusions maybe drawn. The 
main aim of the survey method was to obtain accurate information from every member in the sample. In 
order to secure accurate information, the survey questionnaire should be clear, unbiased and easy to 
understand, and should keep the respondents’ interest and motivation. The survey method exposed both 
men and women ward councillors to essentially the same basic questions. The questions were written out 
in advance in exactly the same way and order. They were ordered in both open-ended and closed format 
and were highly focused so as to utilise interviewee time.  
The survey method also made data analysis easier because it was possible to locate and organise quickly 
each respondent’s answers to the same questions. Smith (1975) cites several advantages of the survey 
research. These include the utilisation of quantitative data (not opinions), a definite purpose, results which 
are to a greater extent precise and correct, techniques for probing attitudes to bring underlying sample 
problems to the surface and actual figures that can be used to suggest change and new goals. According 
to Lucey (1979), a questionnaire should meet the following criteria: aims of the research; reflect accurate 
information regarding the research study; and should be implemented within the ambit of available time and 
resources.  
The survey method if used properly according to strict principles of objectivity and neutrality “will yield 
information that represents reality more or less as it is through the responses and the filters of the 
interviewee” (Henning, 2004:53). It was administered to rural women and male and female councillors and 
provides quantitative findings of this research. The survey questionnaire targeted a total of 105 ward 
councillors to be divided into seven councillors per Rural District Council (RDC). The questionnaire sought 
to profile information in the following categories: background data about the respondents, representation of 
women’s interests, challenges to effective participation in local government, the different interests and 
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sensitivities of women at local level and how they make a difference, the contribution of councillors to their 
respective wards and also how to change the attitudes towards gender equality at the local level. The 
criteria for the distribution of the questionnaire were based on the pilot study undertaken with the help of 
two research assistants before the actual study commenced. 
The survey method sought a wide range of information. Charlesworth and Morley (2000), cited in Lancaster 
(2005), point out that the main aim of the survey questionnaire is to obtain accurate information from every 
member in the sample. In order to secure accurate information, the questionnaire should be clear, unbiased 
and easy to understand, and should keep the respondent’s interest and motivation. The survey was 
conducted with the aim of sourcing different perceptions to rural women’s representation and participation 
in local governance and their recommendations. In this way the actual lived experiences of rural women 
were revealed. The survey method was aimed at reaching grassroots women leaders such as ward 
councillors and rural women at a more personal level so as to hear their views. Open-ended questions 
were used in the questionnaire as a way of probing respondents to clarify and explain their answers, to 
allow discussions and for the broader expression of views. The questionnaires were developed in such a 
way that they would cater for the study purpose, objectives and the research problem. It was also useful to 
illiterate respondents, especially rural women. 
The questions in the survey were used to explore the gap between the laws regulating local governance 
and the lived experiences of women in local governance. Other than the personal views about the process 
and purpose of having women in local councils, the questionnaires to councillors additionally sought for 
individual women in positions on the council committees, their term of office, marital status and career 
plans. The questionnaire was instrumental in gathering grassroots women’s perceptions and experiences 
related to local government. It sought to reveal issues and dynamics that are seldom evident in the male-
dominated legal culture. 
According to Lucey (1979), a questionnaire should comply with the following objectives: 
(a) It should reconcile with the research questions 
(b) It should reflect accurate information, 
(c) It should meet the aims of the research and 
(d) It should be implemented within the ambit of available time and resources. 
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A self-administered questionnaire was designed consisting of 80% structured statements and 30% open-
ended statements.  
4.5.3 Secondary Sources of Data 
Secondary data sources such as council minutes, reports, policies, newspapers, books and administrative 
instruments such as the Constitution of Zimbabwe and relevant Acts of Parliament at the RDCs and other 
organisations such as NGOs, CSOs working in the two provinces such as Zimbabwe Women Resource 
Centre and Network (ZWRCN), Women’s Trust, Africa Community Publishing and Development Trust 
(ACPDT), Gender Links, Women in Politics Support Unit (Wipsu) and from other government ministries 
such as the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Gender and Community Development (MWAGCD), Ministry of 
Local Government, Public Works and National Housing (MLGPWNH) were reviewed. These reports were 
reviewed to gain an understanding on the history of local government in Zimbabwe, the role of council 
committees, the challenges being faced by rural women in accessing and participating in local government 
and also to gain an understanding of resource management at the RDC level and the role being played by 
these organisations in enhancing the participation of women in local governance. Reports from the 
Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC), which is the elections mother body in Zimbabwe, were particularly 
a source of quantitative data relating to numbers of women who participated in the previous local 
government elections. Such documents provided readily available information that needed assembling and 
analysis in coherence with research questions. These secondary sources of data were essential for 
corroborating and augmenting key informant interviews and the survey data. 
The research ensured that secondary data was characterised by reliability, suitability and adequacy. 
Reliability was ensured by analysing such questions as to who collected the data, the sources of data, data 
collection methods used, the time the data was collected and the level of accuracy. Suitability of the data 
was ensured by scrutinising the definition of the various terms and data collection instruments used at the 
time of the research. Adequacy of the data looked at the level of accuracy achieved in data collection. By 
relying on these characteristics, the research was able to gather a wealth of information to use as the basis 
of a strong theoretical framework (Khotari, 2005). Table Four below shows the categories and number of 
respondents interviewed during the field work. 
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Table 4.1 Categories of the Respondents 
Types of 
respondents 
Name of organisation Data collection method Number of 
respondents 
District 
Administrators 
15 Rural District Councils (RDCs) in 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central 
Provinces 
Key informant interviews 15 
Ward 
Councillors 
Councillors from the 15 RDCs Survey questionnaire 102 
Rural Women  Rural women from 15 RDCs Survey questionnaire 136 
Officials from 
Non-
Governmental 
Organisations 
(NGOs) 
One representative from Zimbabwe 
Women Resource Centre and Network 
(ZWRCN), Gender Links (GL), Africa 
Community Publishing and 
Development Trust (ACPDT), Women 
in Politics Support Unit (Wipsu), 
Women’s Coalition of Zimbabwe and 
Women’s Trust (WT). 
Key informant interviews 06 
 Party district 
chairpersons 
Zimbabwe African National Union-Patri-
otic Front (ZANU-PF), Movement for 
Democratic Change-T (MDC-T) 
 
 
Key informant interviews 
 
 
4 
 
 
Total Number of Respondents 
 
 263 
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4.6 Data Analysis and Interpretation 
Data analysis involves sifting through the data in a systematic way so that conclusions may be reached 
about the issue under investigation. It also entails editing, coding, classification and tabulation of collected 
data so that they are amenable to analysis and interpretation (Kothari, 2005). Through coding, the 
transcribed data was reduced to simpler tables and phrases and categorised under specific themes and 
subthemes that relate to the research questions. Similar to the data collection process, this study adopted a 
mixed method in data analysis by use of tabulation, pie charts, and graphs and captured texts. As 
interviews were being conducted, the answers provided by the participants were manually recorded on an 
interviewee response sheet. Interviews were also audio-recorded with the permission of the participants. 
Once all interviews were completed, the interview response sheet was typed and cross-checked against 
the transcriptions of the recordings for accuracy.  
All types of qualitative data analysis revolve around the analysis of meaning. These approaches entail 
coding of data from in-depth interviews and survey questionnaires according to emerging themes. Themes 
are abstracts and often constructs that the researcher identifies before, during and after data collection. In 
the case of this study, themes were developed based on both relevant literature reviewed for the study and 
from text recording during interviews. During the process of identifying key emerging themes, the 
preliminary analysis involved looking for evidence on ways in which women entered the local government 
arena, the quota debate, the challenges they faced in accessing and participating, the changes that women 
have brought to local government and how those who have managed to enter local government are coping 
(Kothari, 2005). 
The five-point Likert response scale was used as the measuring instrument. According to this method, a 
person’s attitude score is the sum of his or her individual ratings. The opinion per statement to be tested 
was rated on a five-point Likert scale and was adapted for the dependent variable statements as follows: 
1    = Strongly Agree 
2 = Agree 
3 = Undecided 
4     = Disagree 
5     = Strongly Disagree. 
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The data from these responses was tabulated accordingly, establishing the response frequencies and 
percentages. From the tables, graphs and pie charts, interpretations were drawn depending on the data’s 
relation to the research questions and study assumptions. Another data set which presented extensive 
narrations, observations and opinions of the respondents was captured through voice recordings and hand 
recording provided in-depth descriptions of diverse issues relating to the study questions. Some of the 
recorded observations were used to substantiate the numerical data captured from secondary sources or 
developed from the tabulations of study variables. The use of both primary and secondary data increased 
the chances of reliability and validity of the study findings because each data set was used to reinforce or 
rectify the other, especially regarding the actual number of women in local councils. Conclusions were 
drawn based on detailed interpretations of the combined data sets. The survey questionnaire was analysed 
using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS).  
4.6.1 Content Analysis 
Swartz, De la Rey and Duncan (2007: 29) define content analysis as a research method which involves 
“examining words or phrases within a wide range of texts, including books, book chapters, essays, 
interviews and speeches, as well as informal conversations and headlines. By examining the presence or 
repetition of certain words and phrases in these texts, a researcher is able to make inferences about the 
philosophical assumptions of a writer, a written piece, the audience for which a piece is written, and even 
the culture in which the text is embedded. Due to this wide array of applications, content analysis was used 
by researchers in literature and rhetoric, marketing psychology and cognitive science, as well as many 
other fields.” 
In conducting content analysis, coding was carried out manually. Data was first broken down into units of 
meaning. The researcher then placed the units of meaning into categories. In this way themes were 
identified systematically. Using the data from the interviews, themes were grouped using the organising 
framework of theories of representation and participation identified in the literature review. This is called 
“pattern-matching logic” (Rawjee, 2007:134). Yin (1994: 106) maintains that this is one of the most 
desirable strategies to use. Pattern-matching involves comparing an “empirically based pattern” (obtained 
from the interviews) with a “predicted one” (as identified in the literature review). Internal validity is 
enhanced when the patterns coincide. Where the patterns match, a causal relationship can be inferred and 
the propositions accepted. Where the patterns do not match, the propositions would have to be questioned. 
This “theoretical replication of cases” helps to strengthen the internal validity of the study (Rawjee, 
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2007:134). Yin (1994) recommended using rival explanations as pattern-matching when there are 
independent variables involved. This requires the development of rival theoretical propositions, but the 
overall concern remains the degree to which a pattern matches the predicted one. 
Lissack (1998) explains that there are two approaches which can be used when analysing textual data. 
Both approaches will be used in this study. These are: 
(a) The inductive approach, which seeks to identify theoretical constructs from textual data. Palys 
(1997) points out that the inductive approach is used in qualitative research, and it starts with 
“specifics and uses these to generate principles.” A research has to begin with the application of 
research methodology by observation before moving to theory. This data collection method is 
flexible in that questions can change and new questions can be introduced at any time, as and 
when the context and phenomenon under study becomes familiar. The analysis contributes to the 
understanding of the reality and generates theories. It is a bottom-up approach to research 
(Dahlberg and McCaig, 2010). Induction was used in analysing the interviews to inductively identify 
patterns of commonalities or differences in data.  
(b) Deductive or measurement-oriented approaches seek to quantify data in terms of pre-existing 
theoretical concepts. It enables the identification of general principles that can be used to interpret 
the behavioural outcomes of the respondents in the study (Palsy, 1997). It is a top-down approach. 
Deduction was used to analyse the transcripts in terms of the propositions developed from the 
literature review and to quantify the use of key aspects identified in the literature review. 
4.6.2 Validity, Reliability and Sensitivity 
Validity, reliability and sensitivity are three of the most important aspects to be considered when evaluating 
a particular instrument. Validity can be defined as the correctness or credibility of an account, explanation 
or interpretation that a researcher may come up with. It is also “concerned with the integrity of the 
conclusions that are generated from a piece of research” (McCaig, 2010). Reinhaz (1992: 240) maintains 
that “validity is the consistency of a measure with some outside criterion or standard by which to judge the 
test.” A measurement’s validity depends on how closely the operational definitions overlap with the 
theoretical definitions of the phenomena being measured. Parasuraman (2004) describes sensitivity as 
being closely related to reliability and focuses specifically on a scale’s ability to detect subtle differences in 
the attitudes being measured. Reliability is a prerequisite for sensitivity.  
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Denscombe (2007) mentions that research instruments that are not reliable will render it difficult for the 
research to tell whether the scores obtained reflect real differences or merely random fluctuations. What 
this entails is that measuring instruments must be reliable first so that they become sensitive variations in 
responses that seem difficult to detect. When measuring instruments are unreliable, it is difficult for 
researchers to conclude whether scores reflect real differences or merely random fluctuations. Measuring 
instruments must therefore firstly be reliable in order to be sensitive to subtle variations in responses. 
Attention was paid in the construction of the measuring instruments used in this research so that they 
complied with the requirements of validity, reliability and sensitivity.  
Palys (1997: 4) writes that reliability implies that “repeated observations of the same phenomena should 
yield similar results, and different observers following the same [research methodology] or procedures 
should arrive at the same conclusions.” This assertion is supported by De Vos (1998:95) who further 
asserts that reliability is “the extent to which independent administrations of the same instrument yield the 
same results under comparable conditions and it is synonymous with dependability, stability, consistency, 
predictability and generalisability.”  An instrument is said to have a high reliability if it can be trusted to give 
an accurate and consistent measurement of an unchanging value (Bless and Higson-Smith, 1995). 
Reliability therefore implies that the study can be repeated with the same results. An important technique to 
strengthen the reliability and validity of a research design is by combining qualitative and quantitative 
methodologies through triangulation, which will be characterised by the use of multiple methods of 
sampling, research instruments, and statistical analysis. Triangulating qualitative research findings with 
quantitative methods is also an accepted method of ensuring validity where the sample size is insufficient 
to offer validity on its own (Maxwell, 1996). 
Du Plooy (2002:125) argues that “the face validity, expert validity, criterion-based validity and construct 
validity” maybe used as procedures or methods to support the validity of a measurement. In this study, 
construct validity will be used to support the validity of research instruments. It entails assessing the quality 
of the operational measures of the concepts being studied. It is based on the logical relationships among 
variables. Wimmer and Domnick (1997) view construct validity as involving a measuring instrument to 
some overall theoretical framework to ensure that the measurement is actually logically related to other 
concepts in the framework. Construct validity will be ensured by using the literature review to construct the 
measuring instrument (interview schedule). To ensure validity and reliability of the research instruments, a 
preliminary research schedule was piloted among the participants.  
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Yin (1994) contends that the following issues need to be planned to ensure validity and reliability when 
collecting data: 
(a) Gaining access to the key interviewees; that is, appointments should be made in advance, usually 
directly with the participants; 
(b) A clear schedule of data collection activities within specific periods of time should be developed.  
(c) Unanticipated events such as changes in availability of participants must be provided for. Where 
such problems are experienced, the appointments will be rescheduled and continued at a more 
suitable time. 
Validity essentially asks the question: how might the researcher be wrong? As validity requires the 
possibility of testability, it relies on others being able to achieve similar results using the same methods on 
the same subjects (Dahlberg and McCaig, 2010). However, qualitative research rarely enables directly 
comparable conditions. Qualitative researchers therefore need to anticipate weaknesses regarding validity 
in their research design (Maxwell, 1996). 
In this study, the reliability and validity of the research was defended by doing the following: spending some 
time in the field and conducting persistent observations, thereby allowing for sufficient scope and depth of 
observations; using triangulation which is characterised by multiple methods of sampling; research 
instruments to allow for the confirmation of data obtained using different instruments; and submitting 
findings to key informant participants for their validation. 
4.6.3 Research Neutrality 
Research neutrality refers to the degree to which the findings are a function of solely the information of the 
respondents and reflects the true conditions of the research object and not based on biases (De Vos, 
2005). This means that the research instrument should be structured to enable the respondents to provide 
information which represents the true reflection of events. Neutrality in research addresses consistency in 
measuring the true opinions and behaviour of the respondent and not based on the researcher’s 
perspective (De Vos, 2005). This research ensured the neutrality of the study by involving the Research 
Promoter through the development process of the data collection instruments and analysis. The process of 
developing data collection instruments by making reference to other existing similar data instruments as 
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well as taking into consideration the inputs of gatekeepers and community members were efforts at 
ensuring research neutrality. 
4.6.4 Research Applicability 
Research applicability is the extent to which study findings can be applied in another context, setting or with 
other groups. Research applicability is also the ability to generalise from findings to a larger population (De 
Vos, 2005). To ensure that applicability is met, this research provided detailed descriptions of the research 
process and methods employed in data collection, instruments and analysis, as well as literature control, 
which were carried out after data collection. The reason for the detailed description was to ensure that the 
same process can be applied in another study. This makes it feasible for the study to be replicated in order 
to ascertain the reliability of the findings. 
4.6.5 Research Consistency 
Research consistency is concerned with the degree to which the research findings will be consistent with 
another similar study if conducted with the same participants and within the same context (Hoffman, 2004). 
Research consistency was maintained by making sure that the research instruments and interview 
processes are free of bias. In chapters five and six, the review of research findings was done with relevant 
supportive literature in order to substantiate the findings of the study. The process of data verification and 
literature control was done to ensure research consistency. 
4.6.6 Data Verification 
Data verification is a systematic process used to evaluate whether data generated has met specifications, 
satisfy accepted criteria, and that the data are appropriate and consistent with their intended use. Data 
verification was carried out to evaluate the data collected to check for completeness, correctness and 
consistency with outlined criteria as defined in this chapter. Each questionnaire was checked for 
correctness and completeness with the intention that questionnaires that were not correctly completed were 
discarded. This was to ensure that results obtained were scientifically defensible. The research ensured 
that the sample target set out for the study was met before reviewing and analysing responses. 
4.6.7 Pretesting the Questionnaire 
According to Saunders (2003), prior to using a questionnaire to collect data it should be pilot-tested. The 
purpose of the pilot test was to refine the questionnaire so that respondents did not have problems in 
answering the questions and there would be no problems in recording data. Pilot testing enabled the 
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research to obtain an assessment of the questions’ validity and reliability of the data that was collected. 
Prior arrangements were made to meet the participants and an interview using the research questionnaire 
was completed. The main reasons for piloting the questionnaire were to obtain feedback on the following 
issues: clarity and interpretation of questions, ambiguity and identification of semantic difficulties 
encountered. The purpose was to remove ambiguous and vague questions that might lead to vague 
answers through some external evaluation. Pilot testing the instrument therefore gives an idea of how the 
respondents would interpret, understand and react to the questions (Saunders, 2003). Feedback from pilot 
testing was used to refine questions that were ambiguous and led to misinterpretations. 
4.7 Conclusion 
This chapter has outlined how the study was conducted. It focused on the methodology used in conducting 
the empirical study. It explained and justified the specific research design that was used by indicating how 
the sample was chosen; the methods and instruments used for collecting data and describing the analysis 
techniques used. The type and number of respondents interviewed was also indicated. The limitations of 
each method of data collection were outlined and measures to address them have been identified. 
Triangulation of data was achieved by using a variety of methods and cross-checking. This enhanced the 
validity of the research findings, as each method was supplemented and checked by the others. 
The researcher was also aware of the volatile conditions under which the research was undertaken. This 
volatility arose from the political tensions which are experienced around election periods. Zimbabwe was 
preparing for the holding of harmonised elections in 2012 which were, however, held on 31 July 2013. This 
was the same period in which the research was undertaken. The political nature of the research also 
presented a problem, as some respondents did not volunteer information, especially in the two provinces, 
which are ZANU-PF strongholds. Such a scenario required short-term decision-making and continuous 
revision of the research design in the field at various crucial moments by the researcher. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
5.0 DATA PRESENTATION 
5.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents data gathered from field research. The five-point Likert response scale as described 
by Zimbardo-Ebbeson (1969:125) was used as the measuring instrument. According to this method, a 
person’s attitude score is the sum of his/her individual ratings. The opinion per statement to be tested is 
rated on a five-point Likert scale and was adapted for the dependent variable. The interviews were 
designed to be flexible and to be responsive to the needs of the respondents who had varying levels of 
education, age, awareness, physical disability and marital status.  
5.2 Part One:  Responses from Rural Women 
The questionnaires for rural women consisted of 80% structured and 20% unstructured questions divided 
into two broad sections, namely: background of the respondents and level of political participation. In 
selecting respondents, special emphasis was placed on geographic location and age balances where only 
those women from wards considered rural by the Rural District Councils Act (Chapter 29:13) aged 18 years 
and older (the voting age in Zimbabwe) were considered. Interviews were conducted in the vernacular 
languages spoken in the different districts of the two provinces. 
5.2.1 Biographical Data of Rural Women 
1.  Age: Rural women 
The age distribution of the sample indicates that the respondents came from different age groups. The 
highest number of respondents, 42 (30.9%), were between the ages of 25 and 35, followed by 40 (29.4%) 
between the ages of 36 and 45. The respondents aged between 56 and 64 made up 22.1% of the sample 
population, followed by those between the ages of 18 and 24, being 8.8% of the respondents. The category 
of respondents aged 65 and above also constituted 8.8%. This can be interpreted to mean that the 
responses given are not dominated by one age group. 
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Table 5.1 Age: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
18-24 12 8.8 
25-35 42 30.9 
36-45 40 29.4 
56-64 30 22.1 
65+ 12 8.8 
Total 136 100.0 
 
 
 
2. Level of education: Rural women 
Only eight (5.9%) of the respondents had no schooling, while the majority of the respondents 82 (60.3%) 
had received a secondary education. Twenty-six (19.1%) of the respondents had primary education and 20 
(14.7%) had tertiary qualifications. Despite their different levels of education, the respondents indicated that 
they had special indigenous knowledge which was used to develop survival strategies. They further 
indicated that this knowledge was used in childcare, healthcare and food security. 
 
Wiggins (2003), in his categorisation of the poor and the vulnerable of the rural areas, includes those who 
lack formal education and skills that offer a chance to secure formal jobs. Despite his use of the term formal 
education, in Zimbabwe those with primary education and those who fail secondary examinations cannot 
use their education as a qualification for employment in the formal sector. Primary education in Zimbabwe 
is elementary and cannot give any opportunity with regard to employment. These factors are thus possible 
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explanations why people with lower levels of education are found to be the majority in the rural areas. Many 
women in rural areas only go to school to acquire basic literacy and numeracy skills and then leave school 
to get married. Most of these women do not know their legal rights. 
 
An individual’s level of education is an important variable in explaining the differences in attitudes towards 
gender equality in most African countries. This is because an individual’s level of formal education is a 
pivotal element in the attainment of leadership positions and economic independence. The higher the level 
of formal education attained, the more ‘positive’ the attitude towards gender equality would be. The 
respondents indicated that women’s lack of education was a key contributing factor to their lack of 
confidence. They also said women’s participation could be enhanced through education. Other 
respondents said that education was a very important factor as it would mean that women would start 
raising important issues during Ward Development Committee (Wadco) and Village Development 
Committee (Vidco) meetings, where issues affecting their communities are discussed.  
 
Table 5.2 Level of education: rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
Primary 26 19.1 
Secondary 82 60.3 
Tertiary 20 14.7 
no schooling 8 5.9 
Total 136 100.0 
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3. Marital status: Rural women 
The highest number of respondents, 78 (57.4%), were married, followed by 24 (17.6%) who were single. 
Respondents who were divorced constituted 18 (13.2%), while 16 were widowed (11.8%). A woman’s 
marital status affects her ability to participate in community activities. In rural areas, marriage is a source of 
pride and provides the average woman with security and companionship. However, the restrictions placed 
on them by their husbands severely limit their freedom of association and movement, and hence their 
involvement in community activities. 
 
Table 5.3 Marital status: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
Single 24 17.6 
Married 78 57.4 
Divorced 18 13.2 
Widowed 16 11.8 
Total 136 100.0 
 
 
 
4. Family income per month: Rural women 
The highest number of respondents, 36 (26.5%), indicated that they earned between US$101 and US$200 
while 16 (11.8%) earned between US$0 and US$20. Only 28 (20.6%) indicated that they earned above 
US$200 per month. Income is an important indicator to measure the economic and social status of rural 
women. Rural women in the two provinces of Masvingo and Mashonaland Central survive on an economy 
of subsistence farming and market gardening projects. Women are regarded as the main driving force for 
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household survival, economic growth and the alleviation of poverty in rural areas (Kabeer, 2003 and 
Barker, 2007). While women have long been actively involved in community development, they are less 
visible in formal politics. Women’s limited access to economic and financial resources at the household 
level influences their marginality in decision-making at the household level and obstructs them from 
participating in public domains (UNDP, 2000; World Bank, 2000). 
 
Since the establishment of communal areas, there have been significant changes in the socio-economic 
and political environment of the country. The changes caused by the liberation war, independence, 
structural adjustment programmes, land reform and redistribution, hyperinflation experienced between the 
years 2000 and 2008, and the HIV/AIDS epidemic have induced fundamental changes in the way people 
make livelihood decisions and access land (Hartnack, 2005). The impact on communal areas has been 
devastating, as the productive capacity of these areas has deteriorated to the point where their inhabitants 
have come to rely on subsidies and transfers from the other sectors of the economy. Single women are 
probably more adversely affected, as they are not entitled to land under customary tenure rules and form 
an increasing part of the communal area population (Paradza, 2010). 
 
Women’s lower economic and social status makes them particularly vulnerable as it limits their access to 
general advancement (Ofei-Aboagye, 2000). Women suffer an acute lack of access to capital for business 
and other purposes. With limited access to land or total denial of land-ownership rights, it remains a 
daunting task for most rural women to engage in sustainable economic activities of any commercial 
significance. Their dependence on family networks for financial support further drives down the instrument 
of subjugation among them. Women’s unequal access to, and control of, resources is therefore an 
important problem and is at the heart of the causes of their low level of their political participation. Their 
economic dependence on men further compounds their ability to meaningfully participate in local politics. 
The continued denial of land and other property ownership rights serves to perpetuate this problem.  
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Table 5.4 Family income per month: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
US$0-20 16 11.8 
US$21-50 28 20.6 
US$51-100 28 20.6 
US$101-200 36 26.5 
US$201+ 28 20.6 
Total 136 100.0 
 
 
 
5. Major source of information: Rural women 
The majority of the respondents, 58 (42.6%), indicated that radio was the major source of information, while 
30 (22.1%) received information from televisions. Twenty-six (19.1%) indicated that Village Development 
Committee (Vidco) and Ward Development Committee (Wadco) meetings were their major source of 
information, while only 22 (16.2%) received information from newspapers. The data presented shows that 
rural women had mechanisms through which information could be accessed to keep them informed. Some 
of the respondents indicated that the major sources of information had no relevant content that would 
inform them adequately to participate in community activities, while others indicated that there was a need 
to enhance the provision of basic information and of information flow between local government and rural 
women. 
 
 
11,8
20,6 20,6
26,5
20,6
0
5
10
15
20
25
30
US$0-20 US$21-50 US$51-100 US$101-200 US$201+
198 
 
Table 5.5 Major source of information: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
Newspapers 22 16.2 
Television 30 22.1 
Radio 58 42.6 
Vidco and Wadco 
meetings 
26 19.1 
Total 136 100.0 
 
 
 
6. Physical disability, mental health problems and other health conditions that have an effect on 
participation in community activities: Rural women 
A preponderant majority of the respondents, 130 (95.6%), were active members of the society who had no 
physical challenges that had an effect in their participation in local affairs. Only six (4.4%) respondents had 
physical problems in participating in community affairs. These included being handicapped, blindness and 
old age. Disabled women are disproportionately discriminated against. Firstly, they are discriminated 
against on the basis of sex and secondly on the basis of their disability. Disabled women are also subjected 
to sexual, physical and verbal abuse. Given their disability, the majority suffer in silence as they are unable 
to report such abuses. 
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Table 5.6 Physical disability: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
yes 6 4.4 
no 130 95.6 
Total 136 100.0 
 
 
 
7. Voter registration: Rural women 
Overall 96 (70.6%) of the respondents indicated that they had registered to vote in the 2013 harmonised 
elections while 40 (29.4%) indicated that they were yet to register as voters. Some of the respondents cited 
the long distance that has to be travelled to the Registrar-General’s office as a barrier and requested that 
mobile registration centres be provided in remote areas. Others indicated that they were aliens and would 
only be able to register when the New Constitution came into effect. 
 
Table 5.7 Voter registration: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
yes 96 70.6 
no 40 29.4 
Total 136 100.0 
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8. Political party affiliation: Rural women 
The majority of the respondents, 90 (66.2%), indicated that they belonged to the Zimbabwe African 
National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) while 34 (25%) indicated that they belonged to the Movement for 
Democratic Change-Tsvangirai (MDC-T). Only 12 (8.8%) belong to other political parties or indicated that 
their vote was a secret. These represent a demographic hybrid of the characteristics of both ZANU-PF and 
MDC-T and do not systematically represent a specific party. Since the research was carried out through 
simple random sampling, it was realised that ZANU-PF was more dominant in the rural areas than other 
political parties. It had an important role in mobilising the electorate during elections, governing the 
disbursement of government handouts such as seeds and fertiliser, and the identification of target groups 
for donor-funded programmes. Those who refused to indicate their political parties mentioned that their 
vote was a secret, while others feared being labelled opposition elements if they disclosed their political 
party allegiance. 
 
Table 5.8 Political party affiliation: Rural women 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
ZANU-PF  90 66.2 
MDC-T 34 25.0 
other 12 8.8 
Total 136 100.0 
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5.2.2 Section B: Level of Political Participation 
9. Membership of any development committee 
The majority of the respondents, 84 (61.8%), indicated that they were not members of any development 
committee. Thirty-six (26.5%) indicated that they were members of Ward Development Committees 
(Wadcos) while 14 (10.3%) were members of a Village Development Committee (Vidco). Women’s multiple 
roles as wives, mothers, daughters, community workers and income-generators severely limit their time for 
community interaction and mobilisation. Some of the respondents indicated that they had little or no contact 
with their local councillors on a regular basis and that they did not feel involved or connected to local 
government activities. Others indicated that they did not have a daily awareness of local government 
structures and their activities. Those who participated indicated their strong desire to improve and 
contribute to their community.  
 
The establishment of local structures such as Wadcos and Vidcos provides communities with an 
opportunity to effect locally based leadership and processes. These also provide for locally based 
representation. The Wadco meets at least three times a year. Members in the ward above 18 years of age 
meet to discuss developmental planning and any other issue that affects ward-based development. These 
were enacted following the Prime Minister’s Directive of 1985. In some rural communities rural women have 
become disillusioned by these structures as they feel that they are not working.  It was observed during the 
research that Village Heads, who are supposed to chair the Vidcos, are often not familiar with 
developmental issues and are just token heads. Above the Vidco there exists a Wadco, which has the role 
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of taking up issues emanating from the Vidco. It is presided over by a Ward Councillor. Makumbe (1998) 
terms these committees “village structures”, as they represent village communities at local level. 
 
 Above the Wadco is the ward assembly, which brings together all members in the ward. At the ward 
assembly, the councillor provides secretarial services while the headman or chief (depending on the area) 
chairs the assembly. These structures worked in the late 1980s when they were established, but people 
became discouraged as they never saw any uses for the meetings except to discuss politics. In later years, 
individuals became known as ‘Vidcos’, as the Vidco chairman was in some cases also the chairman of the 
ruling party (ZANU-PF) cell branch (Rukuni, 2004).  
 
District Administrators interviewed mentioned that most Rural District Councils are so poorly resourced that 
they have more important issues to address than that of elections and meetings of Vidcos and Wadcos. If 
Vidcos and Wadcos are allowed to work properly with little interference from political parties and higher 
institutions, they represent the most decentralised and democratic form of local government in the country. 
De Valk and Wekwete (1990) note that some Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) have found the village 
and ward development structures useful as they represent the local grassroots institutions. It was observed 
during the research that in most rural areas these structures are slowly disappearing and only exist in 
conversations should the government or CSOs wish to engage the local community. Engagement in 
grassroots organisations provides room for poor rural women to meet together and collectively reflect on 
their lives and analyse their problems and actions. These processes built solidarity among women, which 
was then used by them to challenge gender discrimination. 
 
10. Attendance at meetings addressed by the ward councillor 
Overall, 64 (47.1%), of the respondents indicated that they did not attend meetings addressed by their ward 
councillors, followed by 62 (45.6%) who indicated that they attended such meetings once a month. Only 10 
(7.4%) attended such meetings every month. Rural women indicated that they are overly burdened with the 
routine domestic responsibilities that keep them busy most of the time. The range of tasks that women are 
traditionally expected to undertake as their normal domestic duties can be daunting and usually 
discourages them from participating in community activities. The long list of daily tasks expected of the 
average rural woman means that most women have little time to get involved in other activities and 
sometimes may not be able to spare time or energy to devote to public activities. Some respondents 
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highlighted a strong desire to make their community a better place to live in, and reflected a deep interest in 
social aspects, fair processes, open and accessible government, and a holistic approach to community 
development.  
 
11. Participation in the 2008 harmonised elections 
An overwhelming majority of respondents, 108 (79.4%), indicated that they had voted in the 2008 
harmonised elections while only 28 (20.6%) had not voted. This was because some of the respondents had 
not attained the voting age of 18 years. Respondents who voted cited the massive publicity by their political 
parties and Women’s Organisations encouraging them to vote, while others highlighted that rising incidents 
of electoral violence had made them take part in the elections. Because of their physiological make-up, 
women are targeted and deterred from engaging fully in politics, especially at the crucial points of elections. 
 
12. Gender of candidate voted for the post of ward councillor 
Overall, 92 (67.6%), of the respondents had voted for men as ward councillors while only 18 (13.2%) of the 
respondents had voted for female councillors, and 26 (19.2%) respondents indicated that they had no 
choice on the type of candidate to vote for, as such decisions rested with their political parties. 
 
13. Considerations when voting 
An overwhelming majority, 76 (55.9), indicated that when voting they vote for a party, 30 (22.1%) vote for 
the candidate and 30 (22.1%) vote for both the party and the candidate. Only a handful of the reasons for 
party choice in Zimbabwe show up clear differences between the two main parties’ supporters. Land, 
indigenisation, foreign interference in Zimbabwe, liberation from colonialism (all linked to ZANU‐PF), and 
the need for change (associated with the MDC‐T) do differentiate. 
 
14. Assistance from the ward councillor, Vidco and Wadcos 
More than half (52.9%) of the respondents indicated that they had not received any form of assistance from 
their councillors, Vidco or Wadco in matters affecting their lives, while only 47.1% had received some form 
of assistance. The type of assistance rendered varied, with some respondents mentioning that they had 
been assisted in getting food assistance, acquiring birth certificates and funeral assistance, and resolving 
land boundary disputes. The politicisation of resources increased the vulnerability of rural women by 
204 
 
limiting their access to donor-funded resources and also increased interference with the targeting of state 
resources, as political rather than need-based criteria were used to select beneficiaries. 
 
15. Participation in the Constitution making process in 2010 
The majority of the respondents, 100 (73.5%), had participated in the 2010 constitution-making process 
while 32 (23.5%) had not participated. Those who participated mentioned the mass mobilisation 
programmes carried out by their political parties urging them to take part in the constitution-making 
exercise. Women’s organisations also played a critical role in ensuring that rural women took part in the 
process. They indicated that it was an opportunity for women to contribute on issues affecting their lives, 
such as the need for a gender quota, and for women not to be discriminated against on the basis of sex, 
race, colour or tribe. 
 
16. Definition of gender: Rural women 
The majority of respondents, 80 (58.8%), chose the conventionally accepted definition of gender as 
“socially constructed differences.” The second most common response, 34 (25%), was ‘women’s fight for 
their rights.’  The other two definitions, “women are taking over power from men” and “women,” received 
the least responses, 8.8% and 7.4%. According to Frankson (2000), gender is defined as the socially 
constructed relationships between men and women. It is also a system of roles and relationships between 
women and men that are determined by the political, economic, social and cultural context. It is socially 
constructed. It is this learned behaviour that makes up women and men’s gender identity and determines 
their gender roles. 
 
Gender is often used as shorthand for “women.” Most development practitioners direct the bulk of their 
‘gender mainstreaming’ efforts toward activities that aim to empower women economically and politically, 
protect their rights, and increase their representation in all manner of decision-making bodies. But gender is 
not just about women. Gender refers to socially constructed roles of women and men as well as the 
relationships between them in a given society at a specific time and place and is acquired through 
socialisation processes. Gender determines what is expected, allowed and valued in a women or a man in 
a given context. In most societies there are differences and inequalities between women and men in 
responsibilities assigned, activities undertaken, access to and control over resources, as well as decision-
making opportunities. Gender is a part of the broader socio-cultural context. 
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The concept of gender is important for analysing ideas about resource access and livelihood activities. 
Gender refers to the widely shared expectations and norms within a society about appropriate male and 
female behaviour, characteristics and roles (Gupta, 2000). Gendered patterns refer not only to relations 
between men and women as husbands and wives, but also to relations between sisters and brothers, 
between co-wives, between mother and daughter, father and daughter and others (Peters, 1995). In rural 
areas of Zimbabwe, gender has generally been thought to determine women’s access to resources as it 
defines their identity, position, entitlement and status through social-cultural meanings, practices and power 
(Kesby, 1999; Hindin, 2002). 
 
Table 5.9 Definition of gender: Rural women 
(N=136) 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
socially constructed differences 80 58.8 
women fighting for their rights 34 25.0 
women taking over power from men 12 8.8 
women 10 7.4 
Total 136 100.0 
 
17. Quotas should be used to increase the representation and participation of women in 
decision-making bodies 
Overall all the rural women interviewed (100%) said they believed in the use of quotas to increase the 
representation and participation of women in decision-making bodies. Rural women indicated that they had 
raised the issue of quotas during the 2010 Constitutional and Parliamentary Select Committee Programme 
(Copac) which sought to hear people’s views to be included in the new constitution. Some of the 
respondents indicated that women were not being given opportunities to contest even in cases where they 
had the right qualifications. Others cited barriers such as culture, lack of resources and domestic 
responsibilities as affecting women. Dahlerup (2005) indicates that there are a number of advantages 
accruing to the use of women quotas which, among other arguments, include; compensation for actual 
barriers preventing women from attaining a fair share in political positions; minimising shortcomings of 
token women in organisations; realising equal-rights citizenship; ensuring a gender-balanced political 
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decision-making that entails women’s experiences and interests. Some of the women and men also said 
that in as much as the quota system was needed, they feared that it was being abused by party chiefs who 
might use it as an opportunity to hand-pick the women they see as loyal to them at the expense of those 
who might be more effective in bringing about development. 
 
The claims for gender quotas, however, have met contestation from critics who argue that in pursuance of 
equality, they discriminate against men by giving a preference to women, which implicates them as unfair 
and anti-democratic. Krook (2004) argues that quotas are considered as undemocratic because they limit 
the voters’ choice by stipulating the category from which to select, which sometimes leaves out other 
better-qualified candidates. When legislated, they are also viewed as interference in party organisation and 
priorities upon which social categories are imposed. They are further seen as enabling group identity 
competition with regard to material benefits (Dahlerup, 2005). However, it is not only women’s numerical 
representation in government that matters, but their active participation in the sense of being able to 
contribute to decisions about policies and the allocation of resources that is of concern. The challenge is to 
translate formal equality – equality in the Constitution and before the law – into substantive equality: the 
actual exercise of the right to equal participation. In other words, women’s mere presence in government is 
not enough if that presence does not translate into actual power to make decisions about policy and items 
on the agenda (Hassim, 1999). 
 
18. Women have special interests to be represented 
Overall the majority of respondents (73.5%) agreed strongly that women have special interests to be 
represented, while 26.5% agreed. Lovenduski and Karam (2000: 152) argue that women representatives 
make a difference in decision-making bodies because they act in women’s interests. These authors also 
argue that there is some evidence that the “presence of female decision-makers greatly influences the 
outcome of issues debated” (Lovenduski and Karam 2000: 152). Women often accept the roles which 
society and culture assign them, such as doing domestic chores, child minding, grassroots work in building 
organisations, or working in development projects. Rural women indicated that they were often sidelined by 
being allocated projects such as sewing, beekeeping and baking, rather than having a say in hard issues 
which affect the whole community such as budget allocations and service provision. Albertyn and Hassim 
(2003) indicated that ‘it is often the dominant social and cultural norms of society that constitute formidable 
barriers to the enjoyment of the rights entrenched in the law.’ 
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There is overwhelming evidence from this research that women represent different interests and concerns 
from men. The research found that the majority of women feel a responsibility towards representing other 
women's issues. This is why it is important for women to participate in decision-making, so that issues that 
were previously sidelined or ignored in male-only councils come to fore and are addressed.  
 
19. Female councillors can represent women’s interests better than male councillors 
An overwhelming majority (76.5%) agreed strongly with this statement, while 17.6% agreed and only 5.9% 
disagreed. Rural women said they now get to meet with their councillor, they have a voice and they are 
listened to, whereas previously their male councillor was not interested in women’s issues. Female 
councillors are more likely to give their communities feedback when they attend council meetings and 
functions. The distinctive style of women leaders is associated with a more participatory, democratic, 
sensitive and nurturing and caring approach. Female councillors were also said to be more transparent 
than their male counterparts, who are said to be corrupt. Scholars who emphasise substantive 
representation mention the “role model” or “symbolic” benefits women political elites such as councillors 
bring to their constituents, benefits that cannot be conferred by men, regardless of their policy perspectives 
(Burrell, 1996).  
 
Burrell (1996: 151) notes: “Women in public office stand as symbols for other women, both enhancing their 
identification with the system and their ability to have influence within it. This subjective sense of being 
involved and heard for women in general, makes the election of women to public office important because, 
for so many years, they were excluded from power.” The symbolic importance attributed to women in 
positions of political leadership is routinely invoked as an explanation for the need to elect more women, 
regardless of whether men can represent women’s substantive interests. This logic suggests that the 
inclusion of women at the elite level confers some sort of benefit to constituents beyond policy implications. 
 
The respondents felt that with women in power, women will represent other women’s concerns as women 
are aware of the problems facing women as a marginalised group in the community. Women’s views will be 
better represented at all levels. In the past men brushed aside women’s issues on the agenda as they were 
not concerned about them. 
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20. Important factors in the selection of women into decision-making bodies: Rural women 
The table below shows that political parties (97.1%) were ranked as the most important factor in the 
selection of women into decision-making bodies. This was followed by financial ability (79.1%), previous 
experience (64.4%), personality (39.8%), marital status (38.2%) and government laws (30.9%). According 
to Beckwith (1992; Pitre, 2003) “it is the will of political parties” that finally decides the selection of female 
candidates. Hence parties are the gatekeepers to elected office (Norris and Lovenduski, 1995; Norris, 
1996) since they are responsible for the recruitment, selection and election of candidates. Government 
laws such as the electoral systems were also considered important factors in the selection of women into 
political decision-making. 
 
Table 5.10 Important factors in the selection of women into decision-making bodies: Rural women 
(N=136) 
Factor Frequency Percentage 
Political party 132 97.1 
Financial ability 94 79.1 
Previous experience 74 64.4 
Personality 54 39.8 
Marital status 52 38.2 
Government laws 42 30.9 
 
21. Tolerance of divergent political views 
The results indicate that 67.7% either agreed strongly or agreed, while 30.9% either disagreed strongly or 
disagreed with the statement. Respondents indicated that in some communities divergent political views 
were not tolerated. One respondent indicated that: 
“If you don’t support ZANU-PF you are highly unlikely to end up as candidate. Other parties and 
independent candidates are prevented from contesting through violence and manipulation of other 
lower governance structures such as traditional leaders.” 
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They cited the political violence that characterised their communities from 2000 to 2008. Violence serves as 
a strong deterrent to the full participation of women, who are generally considered to be the weaker sex on 
account of their physiological make-up. Even in situations where women do not feature as candidates in 
elections, they have been targeted for rape, torture, and murder.  
 
22. Women are ready to occupy leadership positions in the country 
An overwhelming majority (94.1%) either agreed strongly or agreed, while only 4.4% disagreed with the 
statement. Respondents indicated that traditional beliefs and practices had made politics the almost 
exclusive sphere of men. There is a perception that politics is not women’s work but is something best left 
to men, thus women who participate in politics are often not treated with due respect. This also means that 
women who do choose to be politically active often face time constraints as they try to juggle domestic and 
income-generating responsibilities and their political activities. This puts them at a disadvantage relative to 
others who can focus on either just political activities, or political activities and income-generating activities. 
This is not only a disadvantage for women already taking part in political activities, but it present a major 
barrier and disincentive to women who might be interested in running for public office (Ofei-Aboagye, 
2004). 
 
23. Factors affecting participation of women in community activities: Rural women 
An overwhelming majority 94.1% indicated that family and work obligations affected them in participating in 
community activities, 70.6% indicated that participation would not make a difference, 60.3% were of the 
view that meeting times and locations were not conducive to them. About 58.8% indicated that some of the 
topics discussed at the meetings were not relevant and 44.1% indicated that they did not feel comfortable 
in participating in community activities. One critical area where gender imbalances manifest themselves is 
in the opportunities for women to make their voices heard and their views count in the decisions being 
made in their homes, workplaces, associations, and communities. The lack of an effective voice in 
community affairs constitutes a serious obstacle to women’s socio-economic advancement. 
 
Women are responsible for keeping the family together. Their involvement in community, church, social and 
political organisations are deemed secondary to obligations at home and the demands of earning a living. 
Rural women’s earnings are considered essential, rather than supplemental, to the family income. Women 
have an equal right with men to participate in politics and assume leadership roles. But the demands of 
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traditional gender roles and economic and social obligations leave them little time and energy to pursue 
this. Men must share in the demands of the domestic sphere so that women can exercise their right to 
participate actively in the public sphere. Women and men have an equal stake in family welfare and should 
be equally responsible for the family. To encourage more women to take on leadership positions, it is 
imperative to challenge the traditional gender division of labour in theory and in practice. 
 
Table 5.11 Factors affecting participation of women in community activities: Rural women 
(N=136) 
Factor Frequency Percentage 
Family and work obligations 128 94.1 
Participation will not make a difference 96 70.6 
Meeting times and locations 82 60.3 
Topics not relevant 80 58.8 
Don’t feel comfortable 60 44.1 
 
24. Barriers to participation: Rural women 
Rural women were asked to state at least three barriers to the effective participation of women in local 
government. The table shows that women view political violence (97.0%) and lack of resources (97.0%) as 
the biggest barriers to effective participation and patriarchy (94.1%) as the third barrier. The other factors 
cited as key barriers were experience (55.9%), domestic responsibilities (52.9%), education (42.6%) and 
confidence (25.0%). During the period 2000 to 2010, Zimbabwean politics was fraught with political 
violence and unfortunately women were seen as easy targets. When asked to mention the types of political 
violence they experienced, rural women indicated that rape, beatings, torture and even murder were the 
most common. They also further indicated that violence was a major deterrent to women standing for 
election as councillors. 
 
The relationship between education and gender equality is not simple. As with social class relations, 
schools both reinforce subordination and create new possibilities for liberation. These contradictions can 
211 
 
occur at every level of education. Education institutions are responsible for gender socialisation, but they 
also offer girls a chance to develop their skills and knowledge (Wrigley, 1995). He also suggests that 
education can be linked to both public and private worlds which help to form consciousness and to 
structure inequalities. The theories of gender equality reach their greatest intensity in the educational 
sphere (Wrigley, 1995). Education has many outcomes in favour of gender equality. These include: 
progress to economic development; attaining powerful positions; and the achievement of higher levels of 
knowledge and intelligence for women (Wrigley, 1995). 
 
Table 5.12 Barriers to participation: Rural women 
(N=136) 
Factor Frequency Percentage 
Political violence 132 97.0 
Lack of resources 132 97.0 
Patriarchy 128 94.1 
Experience 76 55.9 
Domestic responsibilities 72 52.9 
Education 58 42.6 
Confidence 34 25.0 
 
25. Major sources of income 
The majority of the respondents, 98 (81.7%), indicated that their major source of income was subsistence 
farming and market gardening. These respondents highlighted that their major cash crops were tobacco, 
maize and vegetables. Sixty-eight (65.9%) supplemented their income with sewing, beekeeping and baking 
clubs and working in nearby farms as the major source of income. It is rare to find people making a living 
exclusively from land in Zimbabwe (Scoones, 1996). Rural women combine farming with factory work, 
mining, farm labouring, trading, craftwork, beer brewing, manufacturing, work in shops, schools and local 
authority, prostitution or domestic employment (Scoones, 1996; Francis, 2002). The livelihoods of the 
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successful reflect flexibility and responsiveness to opportunities (Francis, 2002). Rural women have no 
regular income and are unable to reproduce themselves without external assistance from other households 
or the State (Cousins, 1993; Francis, 2002). They lack networks and support and are excluded from 
resources (Sharp and Spiegel, 1985; Francis, 2002). 
 
26. Role of political parties in ensuring the participation of rural women in community activities 
Of the respondents, 86.4% agreed that political parties had an important role to play in ensuring that 
women participate in community activities, while 14.6% argued that women’s organisations played a bigger 
role than political parties. It is the will of political parties that finally decides the selection of female 
candidates (Beckwith, 1992; Pitre, 2003). Hence, parties are the real gatekeepers to elected office (Norris 
and Lovenduski, 1995, Norris, 1996) since they are responsible for the recruitment, selection and election 
of candidates (Pitre, 2003). While some parties are well aware of women’s political under-representation 
and adopt initiatives to ensure greater female participation, other parties seem to be less enthusiastic. 
Initiatives of political parties can take the form of quotas, target numbers, or affirmative action measures. 
Most respondents perceived that political parties can benefit the women community if only they are 
genuinely interested. This is because their demands are respected by the government, with political parties 
basically forming the government. Moreover, the policymaking powers are rested upon the ruling party. 
Hence, the respondents emphasised that the ruling party should play a key role on the issue of women’s 
political participation, not the opposition parties. 
 
Political parties play an important role for women to be elected. They can be gatekeepers and prevent 
women’s access to elected positions, or they can open avenues for women with transparent and open 
processes for the selection of candidates or other positions within the party. In addition, political parties can 
provide support, such as funding for the election campaign, providing access to networks, training and skills 
development for women candidates. Political parties are institutionalised sites of patriarchal power in the 
political arena. Women’s subordinate status in the private sphere of the home is reproduced in the political 
parties. Women are not treated equally (Bari, 2005). They are discriminated against at the time of elections 
in terms of awarding party tickets as they are not perceived to be winnable candidates. They are also 
intimidated by the patronising attitudes of men in political parties and at times sexually harassed by them. 
During the research some respondents indicated that they had faced pressure to give sexual favours to 
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gain positions of power in their parties in order to move upwards in the party. Some of them complained 
bitterly that merit did not prevail in their parties as they were being sidelined. 
 
27. Changes that are needed to improve the wellbeing of the community 
Despite the fact that many women said they did not participate to a great extent in local government 
processes, the majority (93.7%) of the respondents conveyed a desire to make a positive contribution in 
their communities. They indicated that they cared deeply, and were concerned about many facets of their 
community, including local development, housing and neighbourhood conditions, the need for schools, 
transport, roads, water and clinics. The women who participated in the research indicated a high level of 
concern for community wellbeing and were highly motivated and caring citizens. It was clear that their 
communities are important to them; that if presented with new possibilities and opportunities to address 
topics that are meaningful, and in a way that is effective, they could be more involved. 
 
Apart from the numerical under-representation of women in Vidcos and Wadcos, another recurring pattern 
is that rural women are usually assigned tasks associated with their reproductive and domestic 
responsibilities. While men tend to be allotted tasks such as economic development or infrastructural 
construction, female committee members are given charge of women’s work, family planning, or health. 
Village committees are thus sites through which gender relations are played out and reproduced, and 
where gendered private roles come to determine men’s and women’s public roles. 
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5.3 Part Two: Questionnaire for Ward Councillors 
This section presents data gathered from 102 ward councillors from 15 Rural District Councils (RDCs) who 
participated in the study. The questionnaire was divided into four broad sections: biographical data of ward 
councillors, participation in council affairs, representation of women’s interests and contribution to the ward. 
5.3.1 Biographical Data for Ward Councillors 
1. Gender: Ward councillors 
The distribution of respondents by gender was 52 (51%) males and 50 (49%) females. The inclusion of 
male councillors in the study was important to understand the impact that female councillors have on men 
in local government structures and to understand how they view changes, if any, that are taking place as a 
result of the inclusion of women in local government. 
 
Table 5.13 Gender: Ward councillors 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
Male 52 51.0 
Female 50 49.0 
Total 102 100.0 
 
 
 
2. Marital Status: Ward councillors 
The study found that 43 (82.6%) of the male councillors were married while 40 (80%) female councillors 
were married. Female councillors are more likely to be divorced (16%) than male councillors (2%) while 
51
49 Male
Female
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the figure for the male councillors who are widowed is higher (13.4%) than female councillors (4%). Only 
2% of male councillors were single while none of the female councillors were single. In rural areas, the 
marital status of councillors can make a huge difference during election times since it signifies changes in 
perceptions and adds honour and respectability. Councillors indicated that the rate of acceptance of 
married women as political leaders is higher than that of single or divorced ones due to their maturity and 
stable life. 
 
Table 5.14 Marital status: Ward councillors 
Category  Frequency Percentage 
Male   
Single 1 2.0 
Married 43 82.6 
Divorced 1 2.0 
Widowed 7 13.4 
Total 52 100.0 
Female   
Married 40 80.0 
Divorced 8 16.0 
Widowed 2 4.0 
Total 50 100.0 
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3. Age: Ward councillors 
The highest distribution of respondents was in the age group 41-50 (42.3%) for male councillors and 31-40 
(36%) for female councillors while 23.1% males were in the age group 51-60 and 14 (28%) females were 
in the age groups 41-50 and 51-60 respectively. Among male councillors, 13.4% were above the age of 60 
while no female councillors were in that category. This shows that the older the women become, the less 
they become interested in politics. No male councillors were in the age group 18-30 years. 
Table 5.14 Age: Ward councillors 
Category  Frequency Percentage 
Male   
31-40 11 21.2 
41-50 22 42.3 
51-60 12 23.1 
61+ 7 13.4 
Total 52 100.0 
Female   
18- 30 4 8.0 
31-40 18 36.0 
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41-50 14 28.0 
51-60 14 28.0 
Total 50 100.0 
 
 
 
4. Level of education: Ward councillors 
Overall male councillors had attained secondary education (84.6%) while 60% of female councillors had 
attained the same qualification. More female councillors had attained primary education (36%) than male 
councillors (15.4%). Only 4% of the female councillors had attained tertiary education. According to the 
Rural District Councils Act (Chapter 29:13) there are no minimum academic qualifications for councillors. 
The Councillors’ Handbook (2009:42) states that “it does not matter if you are male or female, old or 
young, educated or unschooled, left or right wing, you must aim to be the best councillor you can be.” 
However, education is still seen as a major barrier to women’s effective participation in council affairs. 
 
The lack of leadership capacity is due to discrimination in access to education and training (UN 2007: 20). 
Education is the strongest factor influencing women’s control of their own fate. Medoff (1986) suggests a 
positive relationship between women’s educational attainment and their political attitudes and beliefs 
regarding women’s political participation. He argues that the greater the educational level of women the 
more likely it is that they will participate in politics. Women with no formal education who aspire to become 
councillors are discouraged by the use of English in council affairs. The findings have revealed that male 
and female councillors are very comfortable when conducting work at the Ward level because there they 
relate better with the community since they use their own language and most issues are also guided by the 
traditional way of doing things, which is a more familiar process than the formalities required when dealing 
with council issues. Female councillors with formal education perform and participate better in council work. 
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Table 5.16 Level of education: Ward councillors 
Category Frequency Percentage 
Female   
Primary 18 36.0 
Secondary 30 60.0 
Tertiary 2 4.0 
Total 50 100.0 
Male   
Primary 8 15.4 
Secondary 44 84.6 
Total 52 100.0 
 
 
 
5. Political party affiliation: Ward councillors 
Forty-nine (94.2%) of the male councillors belonged to ZANU-PF and only three (5.8%) were MDC-T, while 
38 (76%) female councillors indicated that they were elected on a ZANU-PF ticket. Ten (20%) of the 
female councillors indicated that they were MDC-T supporters. Only two (4%) of the female councillors did 
not state their political party or were elected as independent candidates. The study ensured the inclusion 
of all main political parties. However, due to the fact that ZANU-PF is the dominant party in most Rural 
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District Councils (RDCs), it was not possible to get an even split. Female councillors from ZANU-PF 
indicated that they had a history of involvement in the liberation struggle as well as of participation in the 
lower levels of local governance structures, such as village community workers and village health workers. 
 
Table 5.17 Political party affiliation: Ward councillors 
Category  Frequency Percentage 
Male   
ZANU-PF 49 94.2 
MDC-T 3 5.8 
Total 52 100.0 
Female   
ZANU-PF 38 76.0 
MDC-T 10 20.0 
OTHER 2 4.0 
Total 50 100.0 
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6. Major source of information: Ward councillors 
Of the male councillors, 73.1% indicated that their major source of information was newspapers, followed 
by 15.4% radio, while 11.5% relied on television. Female councillors indicated that newspapers (40%) and 
radio (40%) were their major sources of information. Of the female councillors, 4% also indicated that they 
relied on other sources of information such as friends, relatives and church members. 
 
Table 5.18 Major source of information: Ward councillors 
Category  Frequency Percentage 
Male   
Newspaper 38 73.1 
Television 6 11.5 
Radio 8 15.4 
Total 52 100.0 
Female   
Newspaper 20 40.0 
Television 8 16.0 
Radio 20 40.0 
Other 2 4.0 
Total 50 100.0 
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7. Period as a Ward Councillor: Ward councillors 
The highest number of male councillors (43.1%) had served on the council for 11 to 15 years, while the 
highest number for female councillors (40%) had also served on the council for 11 to 15 years. Only three 
(5.7%) of the male councillors had served for more than 21 years. Of the female councillors, 24% had 
served for less than five years. Female councillors who had been councillors for more than five years 
valued their experience of local government. They indicated that it had changed their lives in a positive 
way through improved knowledge, heightened confidence, a deeper understanding of themselves or 
others and the capacity to communicate more easily with a wide range of people.  
 
Table 5.19 Period as a ward councillor: Ward councillors 
Category  Frequency Percentage 
Male   
0-5 years 4 7.8 
6-10 years 15 29.4 
11-15 years 22 43.1 
16-20 years 8 15.7 
21+ 3 3.9 
Total 52 100.0 
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Female   
0-5 years 12 24.0 
6-10 years 16 32.0 
11-15 years 20 40.0 
16-20 years 2 4.0 
Total 50 100.0 
 
 
 
8. Election criteria used to become a councillor: Ward councillors 
Overall 92 (90.1%) of the councillors indicated that they had been elected for their posts while only 9.9% 
indicated that they had been nominated to represent their political parties. More women (12%) than men 
(6.6%) were nominated by their political parties. Female councillors from MDC-T indicated that it was a 
party policy that men were not allowed to contest in wards where women had shown interest to stand as 
councillors. Female councillors who were directly elected indicated that rural women were finding it difficult 
to compete on an equal footing with men. The Rural District Council Act (Chapter 29:13) gives guidance on 
how to run councils and sets out the requirements for one to become councillor. The Act stipulates that any 
person can become councillor provided that s/he is: 
(a) A registered voter 
(b) Supported by 10 local people who are also registered voters in the same area. 
(c) A resident in the area which is a specific council 
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(d) Not in debt to the council 
(e) Has not been convicted of any criminal offence. 
 
The Act is gender-neutral because it states that any person who meets the requirements may contest to 
become a Councillor. The Act has no provisions that are gender-sensitive to enable women to contest. For 
example it states that one must be nominated by 10 people in their area. Because of the patriarchal nature 
of rural societies men usually do not nominate women because of traditional beliefs. 
Table 5.21 Election criteria used to become a councillor: Ward councillors 
Category  Frequency Percentage 
Male   
Elected 48 92.3 
Nominated 4 7.7 
Total 52 100.0 
Female   
Elected 44 88.0 
Nominated 6 12.0 
Total 50 100.0 
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9. Source of electoral support with regard to persons or groups: Ward councillors 
The graph below theorised that actors involved in the selection of councillors included political party 
(96.1%), family (74.5%), women’s organisations (45.1%), local business people (64.7%), national 
politicians (84.3%) or predecessors (60.8%). According to Prewitt (1970) and Norris (1996), institutional 
theories suggest the significance of actors (individuals or groups) who sponsor and veto candidates, or 
block their political careers. The influence of the family was linked to their moral support, financial 
contributions and practical campaigns for aspiring female councillors. Family support is an essential 
component to the success of women councillors as demonstrated by the 74.5% response. The family is 
supportive in that it offers support in the performance of gender roles. Male spouses are also supportive 
according to the findings through performing caring duties for the children such as bathing and cooking. 
Female councillors also indicated that they had negotiated and manoeuvred their way around patriarchy in 
order to take up political office.  
National politicians were also rated as essential in the selection of women as councillors. Their role was 
related to providing resources for campaign activities and also as key gatekeepers in the nominations of 
candidates. The Members of Parliament (MPs) and Senators in particular were cited as having a big 
influence on the choice of the favourable candidates for councillors. The significance of predecessors was 
regarded as dependent on their achievements during their term of office and the way they left the political 
scene. Those who performed poorly in their term of office and those who retired from politics because they 
failed to be re-elected were said to be of less influence. 
Women’s organisations at the local level are crucial in enhancing the effectiveness of alternative strategies 
in engendering local governance. Women tend to be involved more in local organisations than at the state 
level to fulfill their needs and interests. In gaining their basic rights in terms of daily needs for survival – for 
example water, food and education – women have to “fight political battles” with all actors in the patriarchal 
structure: not only their husbands but also local elites and local government institutions, and other 
stakeholders at the local level (Carr, 1996:213). Thus women’s empowerment needs to be based on 
grassroots initiatives that are designed to meet the specific needs and interests of local women themselves 
(Brohman, 1996). Women’s organisations were considered as important training grounds for candidates’ 
leadership skills and for interpersonal relations. Female ward councillors further noted that women’s 
organisations provided a platform for candidates and that they helped in the mobilisation of the electorate. 
NGOs such as the Women’s Trust, Women of Zimbabwe Arise (Woza) and Women in Politics Support Unit 
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(WIPSU) showed a lot of concern about the low representation of women in politics in Zimbabwe during the 
2008 harmonised elections at both national and local levels.  
Church members gave their own votes, moral and group support. Through interaction with the church, 
female councillors also enhanced their social networks that are crucial in mobilising more resources and 
support. The local business people provided limited financial support and campaign involvement. They also 
showed less interest in the campaign activities of political parties. Business people were said to be 
preoccupied, had limited time and were sceptical of committing their financial resources in endless activities 
of local and national politics. 
Table 5.22 Source of electoral support with regard to persons or groups: Ward councillors 
Factor Frequency Percentage 
Political party 98 96.1 
National politicians 86 84.3 
Family 76 74.5 
Church 68 66.7 
Local business people 66 64.7 
Predecessor 62 60.8 
Women’s organisations 46 45.1 
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5.3.2 Section B: Women’s Participation in Council Affairs 
10.  Importance of having women in local councils and council committees 
Of the councillors interviewed, 72.5% agreed strongly with the statement that women should be involved in 
local councils and council committees. It is easier for women to participate in the local than in national 
government since the eligibility criteria are less rigorous than in the former. Since local government is 
nearer to women, it is easier for them to combine the responsibility of nurturing children with their activities 
in local politics. The local level can also serve as an initial level where women can start off their respective 
political careers. It can act as a catalyst for national political participation through the development of 
aptitudes and knowledge among women (Panday, 2010). It is widely advocated in various international 
symposiums that women should be involved in political decision-making at the local level to ensure 
equality, democracy and legitimacy.  
 
During the UN Women’s Conference in Beijing (1995) it was declared that it is indispensable to ensure 
empowerment and autonomy of women, including the improvement of their social, economic and political 
prominence. This Platform for Action “set targets and implemented measures to substantially increase the 
number of women in decision-making with a view to achieve equal representation of women and men 
through positive action in all governmental and public administration positions” and “to take positive action 
to build a critical mass of women leaders, executives and managers in strategic decision-making positions” 
with the purpose of eliminating barriers to women participation in decision-making (Geisler, 2004: 12-13). 
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The Platform called upon political parties to “consider taking measures to ensure that women can 
participate in leadership of political parties on an equal basis with men” (United Nations, 1996: 109-119). 
 
It is often argued that only once they achieve a certain “critical mass” in local government, women will really 
be able to have their say and to influence the agenda and develop policies that better address the needs of 
their constituency, particularly the women. While this is important, what is also essential is that women 
members of local government possess the requisite skills, such as literacy skills and skills in the writing and 
interpretation of legislation, as well as networking and public speaking, to be effective members of local 
government, otherwise they risk being sidelined. Once elected, women need to make their voices heard 
(Byrne and Schnyder, 2005). 
 
11. Quotas should be used to increase the participation of women in decision-making bodies 
Overall 99 (97%) of the councillors interviewed indicated that quotas should be used to increase the 
participation of women in decision-making bodies. Dahlerup (2005) observed: “If we take the actual 
exclusion of women as a starting point, that is, if we recognise that many barriers exist that prevent women 
from entering the realm of politics, then quotas are not seen as discriminating (towards men), but instead 
as compensation for all the obstacles that women are up against.” It is also argued that when all these 
impediments are removed, quotas will no longer be necessary. In this respect quotas are a temporary 
measure. It may take decades, though, before all social, cultural and political barriers preventing equal 
female representation are eradicated (IDEA, 2004:17). Dahlerup’s argument emphatically stresses the 
barrier cause and the need for compensation in respect to gender quotas suggesting issues of equality and 
fairness. By recognising the temporal nature of quotas, Dahlerup alleviates the threats of the speculated 
gender imbalances (in disfavour of men) which could be regulated by political institutions. 
 
While women quotas are defended, however, their critics argue that they achieve little in reducing 
malefemale disparities in political positions. Dahlerup (2005) observes that the quota system alone is 
insufficient to promote women participation if a multitude of organisations like political parties, education 
systems, NGOs, trade unions and churches do not take initiative of promoting women within their own 
systems. Gender quotas are very important for women’s political representation. They are defined as 
‘legislation or party rules that require a certain percentage of candidates or legislation to be women’ 
(Paxton, Kunovich and Hughes, 2007: 269). According to Dahlerup (2003: 12), “the introduction of quotas is 
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increasingly influenced by recommendations from international organisations and by cross-country 
inspiration.” Electoral quotas are implemented in those countries where women have been almost entirely 
excluded from politics, as well as in countries with a long history of mobilisation of women into labour 
markets and political life. However, gender quotas do not always lead to increases in women’s 
representation. Instead, studies on gender quotas in the past have found that some quotas may be more 
effective than others at increasing the representation of women in parliament (Dahlerup, 2006). 
 
12. Important factors in the performance of female and male councillors: Ward councillors 
Overall ward councillors agreed that men are quicker and willing to learn (100%). Respondents also agreed 
that women are more honest (90.2%), women work harder to be recognised (90.2%) and women are less 
corrupt (90.2%). The majority of the councillors also agreed with the statement that women are more likely 
to admit mistakes than men (86.3%). Ward councillors also agreed that women and men play a 
complimentary role (72.5%). More than half (66.6%) of the respondents indicated that men are more 
effective at networking. Of the ward councillors, 74.5% agreed that male councillors are able to manage 
council budgets better female councillors. Women are simply believed to be more honest and less corrupt 
than men. However, there has been no scientific evidence to prove this assumption (Graaf, 2003:11). 
Some of the comments from the councillors included: 
 
(a) Female councillors do not always wait for the people to come them. They are good at 
networking with other members of society, thereby fostering a spirit of togetherness (Female 
councillor, Gutu district). 
(b) Female councillors always listen to the concerns of their wards. They accept criticism and 
acknowledge their mistakes more often than male councillors (Female councillor, Guruve 
district). 
(c) Female councillors network with other members of the community while male councillors 
always wait for people to come to their homes looking for them (Female councillor, Shamva 
district). 
(d) Female councillors are less corrupt as compared with male councillors. The level of corruption 
has also decreased in most Rural District Councils since the coming in of women. They should 
be chairpersons of the Finance Committee as they are honest and know how to budget in a 
friendly and family manner (male councillors, Chiredzi district).  
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Table 5.23 Important factors in the performance of female and male councillors: Ward councillors 
Factor Frequency Percentage 
Men are quicker and more willing to learn 102 100 
Women are more honest 92 90.2 
Women work harder to be recognised 92 90.2 
Women are less corrupt 92 90.2 
Women are more likely to admit mistakes 88 86.1 
Men are able to manage council budgets better than women 76 74.6 
Women and men play a complementary role 74 72.5 
Men are more effective at networking 68 66.7 
 
13. Definition of gender: Ward councillors 
Ward councillors were asked to choose which of the four definitions of gender was the most accurate. Of 
the respondents, 52% managed to give the correct definition of gender. They defined it as “socially 
constructed differences.” The second most common definition given was “women fight for their rights” with 
31.4%. The definition “women” received 9.8% while “women taking over power from men” received the 
least responses: 5.9%. The responses show that there is a correlation between low levels of women’s 
representation and low levels of understanding of the meaning of gender. 
 
Gender is understood to be something in addition to the biological differences between men and women. 
After all being born a man or a woman is a genetic matter of fact, but a fact to which different significance is 
attached in different cultures and societies. And it is the significance that is attached to the biological fact of 
being a man or a woman that is central to understanding what gender is about. All societies and all cultures 
attach some significance to the fact of being a man or a woman, and depending on what that is, it will 
determine a whole range of socially constructed expectations of a person. The perception that women’s 
role is within the home, and men’s role is outside of the home as breadwinners, is not a biologically 
determined fact. Rather it is based on a socially constructed set of relationships that can, after all, be 
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changed. What is central to understanding why gender is an important consideration for women’s rights 
and women’s equality is the fact that socially constructed roles carry with them different amounts of power 
in society. For example, less power (either economic or social) is allocated to women who play a purely 
domestic role, as compared with men who have jobs and roles outside of the home. Gender inequality is 
therefore reflected in the differential access that men and women have to economic, political and social 
power (GAP, 2002). 
 
Table 5.24 Definition of gender: Ward councillors 
(N=102) 
Category Frequency Percentage 
 
socially constructed differences 54 52.9 
women fighting for their rights 32 31.4 
women taking over power from 
men 
6 5.9 
women 10 9.8 
Total 102 100.0 
 
14. Leadership styles of women: Ward councillors 
Ward councillors were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with a range of statements regarding 
leadership styles. The frequency table shows that there is concurrence between the views of male and 
female councillors in terms of women’s leadership styles. Of the respondents, 82.3% indicated that women 
are better able to manage differences than men, followed by 79.4% who indicated that women are more 
accountable; 74.5% of the respondents indicated that women are more accessible, 70.6% were of the view 
that there is no difference in the way men and women lead.  Only 60.8% of the respondents indicated that 
men are more decisive. Some of the views expressed by councillors are as follows: 
(a) Female councillors have made it easier for people to access them. This is different from male 
councillors who always see themselves as superior to their subordinates (female councillor, Mount 
Darwin district). 
231 
 
(b) Female councillors usually interact with people in their wards. This has resulted in their winning 
people’s confidence. They do not look down upon people as is the situation with some male 
councillors (Male councillor, Bindura district). 
(c) Female councillors are easy to approach and interact with (female councillor, Bikita district). 
(d) Women in local government are more honest and friendly than their male counterparts (female 
councillor, Bikita district). 
 
Table 5.25 Leadership styles of women: Ward councillors 
(N=102) 
Category Frequency Percentage 
Women are able to manage differences 84 82.3 
Women are more accountable 81 79.4 
Women are better team leaders 78 76.5 
Women are more accessible 76 74.5 
There is no difference in the way women and men lead 72 70.6 
Men are more decisive 62 60.8 
 
15. Participation of female councillors in council committees: Ward councillors 
The preponderant majority of councillors (79.4%) indicated that female councillors prepare better for 
meetings than men. Of the councillors, 68.6% indicated that female councillors are listened to if they are 
well educated; female councillors are made to feel uncomfortable (68.6%); women are interrupted when 
they speak (66.6%); women seldom speak (62.7%) and women are made to feel uncomfortable (68.7%). 
Of the respondents, 68.6% indicated that women are listened to if they are well educated. 
 
Councillors should be educated as one has to read council minutes, know council procedures and put 
forward motions, read newspapers and reports so that one keeps abreast of events. Some councillors 
indicated that in committee meetings it is important to understand and contribute to discussions as they 
reflect an area of expertise and if one is not educated, meaningful participation may be limited. Male 
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councillors indicated that they had noticed female councillors who do not have formal education struggling 
to understand issues and procedures in these meetings. Most women councillors who are not educated do 
not participate during debates in full council meetings and are only comfortable doing work in their wards 
where they use their own language. This makes such councillors appear incompetent. 
 
The study found that more women feel that they prepare better for meetings and that they are listened to if 
they are well educated. The figures are higher than in the study At the Coalface, conducted in Lesotho, 
Mauritius, Namibia and South Africa (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). All these countries except Mauritius have 
high numbers of women in local government. This suggests that where there is a critical mass of women 
their level of discomfort is much lower than in a country like Zimbabwe where the number of women in local 
government is still very low. These findings also concur with research done by Gender Links in Zambia 
(2010) which has a very low number (6.4%) of women councillors. The Zambian study also found that 
female councillors are prevented from expressing themselves effectively in council meetings. These factors 
point to the fact that female councillors are not always judged by the same standards with their male 
counterparts and they often work harder to be recognised. 
 
Table 5.26 Participation of female councillors in council committees: Ward councillors 
(N=102) 
Category Frequency Percentage 
Women councillors prepare better for meetings than men 81 79.4 
Women seldom speak 76 74.5 
Women are made to feel uncomfortable 70 68.7 
Women are listened to if they are well educated 70 68.6 
Women are interrupted when they speak 68 66.7 
Women speak often and are listened to 64 62.8 
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16. Female leaders have been described as unmarried, divorced, frustrated and sometimes as the 
surrogate of powerful politicians who cannot stand for election 
The majority of the ward councillors (77.2%) agreed with the statement. However, there was a big 
discrepancy on the perception, with 90.2% male councillors agreeing and 64% female councillors agreeing. 
Of the female councillors, 24% disagreed with the statement while 12% were undecided. Both male and 
female councillors complained that senior party officials target female councillors who are weak, 
uninformed and are also loyal to the party so as to ensure that their authority is not challenged. 
 
In some RDCs the selection process for candidates raised a lot of concern from men. Some respondents 
alluded to the fact that women candidates were imposed on them by high-ranking party officials. There are 
wards which were declared female wards. Men were not permitted to contest in these particular wards. 
Although most of the men welcomed the participation of women in the local governance structure they were 
against the culture of imposition of candidates. However, it appeared from the research that some of the 
women selected were capable of holding political office.  
 
17. Meeting times with ward members 
The majority of councillors (45.1%) indicated that they meet their Ward Assembly members once a month, 
29.4% once a fortnight and 25.5% once a week. The assembly members are given the opportunity to air 
their views on their needs and interests at these meetings. However, it was observed that a gender 
analysis is not done to ascertain the needs of men, women and youth in coming up with development 
projects meant for the advancement of their lives. All the sections of the community attend these meetings 
but women do not normally speak out, although they make up the majority of the people attending. Female 
councillors indicated that they were more sensitive to social issues and better able to represent women’s 
concerns and issues which had been neglected for a long time. In Rural District Councils, where there are 
more female councillors, they indicated that things had improved.  
 
18. Important factors in the selection of women as councillors: Ward councillors 
Overall 92.1% of the respondents indicated that political parties were the most important factor in the 
selection of women as councillors; previous experience 62.7%; other factors 54%; financial ability 52%; 
personality 50%; government laws 42.1% and marital status 41.2%. Political parties were considered as 
the gatekeepers to political office. Respondents indicated they had an influence in the selection of women 
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as councillors. Respondents also noted that political parties campaigned for their candidates and facilitated 
them with some resources such as campaign regalia and transport. They also noted that as agencies for 
political recruitment, political parties provided recruitment structures. The lack of party support is an 
obstacle for equal representation of women, as it can limit financial support for women candidates, limit 
access to political networks and the perpetuate the prevalence of double standards (Karam, 1998:24).  
 
Women often play important roles in campaigning and mobilising support for their parties; however, they 
are rarely in a position to make decisions within these structures (Karam, 1998). Women simply do not 
benefit from resources that political parties possess for conducting election campaigns and some female 
councillors noted that in a number of cases, parties simply did not provide enough financial support for 
female candidates. In addition, the selection and nomination processes of parties are often biased against 
women, which results in their under-representation as politicians (Karam, 1998:24). 
 
When asked about their understanding of personality, respondents considered it in terms of confidence, 
assertiveness, ambition, self-expression and self-respect. They also perceived personality as being social 
and interactive, being all-embracing, having a genuine character, having good behaviour and having a 
good appearance. Of the female councillors, 76% indicated that they had been elected to represent their 
political parties because of their personality. This implies that the selection of female councillors into and 
within the councils was seen as a function of personal traits and attitudes towards politics that influence 
self-selection and selection by the public. Marital status was also considered a crucial factor in the selection 
of women as councillors. According to Ahikire (2007) in his studies of women recruitment in politics in 
Uganda, marriage is regarded as a source of women candidates’ legitimacy and correlates it to respect and 
morality. 
 
Table 5.27 Important factors in the selection of women as councillors: Ward councillors 
(N=102) 
Factor Frequency Percentage 
Political party 94 92.1 
Previous experience 64 62.7 
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Marital status 54 41.2 
Financial ability 53 52.0 
Personality 50 49.0 
Government laws 43 42.1 
Marital status 54 41.2 
 
19. Barriers to participation of women in decision-making positions: Ward councillors 
Respondents were asked to list three barriers to participation. The majority of the ward councillors, 96.1%, 
mentioned political violence, followed by culture and socialisation (86.3%) and lack of resources (80.4%). 
The other factors mentioned were domestic responsibilities (70.6%), education (54.9%), confidence 
(53.9%) and other factors (51.1%). When asked what other barriers there were, most female councillors 
mentioned issues such as lack of institutional support, experience and lack of support from other women. 
Political violence was rated as the highest barrier as most of the elections from 2000 to 2008 were marred 
by violence. Culture and socialisation were rated as the second biggest barrier to women’s participation. 
There are very strong beliefs, especially at the local level, where it is felt that women cannot and should 
not participate in politics and that they should remain subordinate to men. According to Morna and Tolmay 
(2010) in their study of gender and local government in Zimbabwe, these conservative attitudes continue 
to work against women at the local level. 
 
Of the councillors, 80.4% cited inadequate resources as hampering their operations and development plans 
in their individual wards. Female councillors pointed out that if a councillor is not well known and does not 
have influence within their political party, they struggle to access sufficient resources to implement 
development projects. If one has political muscle, resources are forthcoming. The councillors cited that the 
allowances they receive for transport and lunch are very low and therefore sometimes use their own 
resources to get to and from their respective councils. 
 
Karam (1998) argues that the obstacles to equal representation of women in decision-making positions can 
be categorised into four basic areas: political, socio-economic, ideological and psychological. He also 
states that when looking at the political arena, the first obstacle that women face is the prevalence of a 
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“masculine model” of political life and elected governmental bodies (Karam, 1998:23). The reason for this is 
that the political arena is dominated by men and that political life in most societies is organised according to 
male norms and values (Shvedova, 2003). The existence of a male-dominated model of politics results in 
women either rejecting politics or rejecting male-style politics (Shvedova, 2003). Thus, the women who do 
participate in politics tend to do so in smaller numbers (Karam, 1998). 
 
One can also detect a link between education and power. Blumberg (1984: 86) states that political power is 
at the top of the hierarchy and other types of power such as economic power are found below. According to 
Paxton (1997:444) the “achievement of education and occupation, is necessary to getting power at the 
highest level.” However, there is a challenge, according to Paxton (1997) who argues that the educational 
theory of gender equality suggests that gender equality often fails in political institutions because women 
have less access to education and professional opportunity. Therefore, if women are found 
disproportionately in disadvantaged positions in the social structure, the implication is that they will not have 
the necessary resources to gain political power. O’Brien (1983) refutes the argument that education is 
merely a mechanism to gain equality of political power and suggests that the goal of education in the 
process of gender equality “is not equal knowledge, power and wealth, but the abolishment of gender as an 
oppressive cultural reality” (1983:13). The radical feminist theory of education also uses the concept of 
reproduction, but refers to “eliminating the domination of men over women, denying girls and women full 
access to knowledge, resources and self-esteem, and to the need for freedom from fear and harassment” 
(Acker, 1989: 429). 
 
Table 5.28 Barriers to participation of women in decision-making positions: Ward councillors 
(N=102) 
Barrier Frequency Percentage 
Political violence 98 96.0 
Culture and socialisation 88 86.3 
Lack of resources 82 80.4 
Domestic responsibilities 72 70.6 
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Experience 64 62.7 
Education 56 54.9 
Confidence 55 53.9 
Other 52 50.9 
 
5.3.3 Section C: Representation of Women’s Interests 
20. Special interests of women 
Overall 92.1% of the respondents indicated that women have special interests to be represented: 92.1% of 
the male councillors and 92.1% female councillors agreed with the statement. The debate in feminist 
literature has moved from universalising women as a social category to recognise and accept difference 
and diversity among them that divides them along the lines of class, ethnicity, religion and race. Currently 
gender equality scholars and activists have developed a middle path out of these two extreme positions. 
Their standpoint is that women have interests in common and in conflict. They argue that women can 
develop “strategic essentialism” to agree on issues of common interest and can engage in the politics of 
change together (Bari, 2005). 
 
When asked to explain their views, some of the responses were that; 
(a) Women are more concerned about issues that affect the community such as water availability, 
health, children and food (female councillor, Mbire district). 
(b) Women are family-oriented and there is need for them to be elected as councillors (male councillor, 
Guruve district). 
(c) Men cannot fully represent women’s interests (female councillor, Guruve district). 
(d) Women care for the needs of other community members than men (female councillor, Bindura 
district). 
 
On women’s interest, Phillips (1995) observed: “Women occupy a distinct position within society as they 
are typically concentrated for example in lower-paid jobs; and they carry the primary responsibility for the 
unpaid work of caring for others. There are particular needs, interests, and concerns that arise from 
women’s experience and these will be inadequately addressed in politics that is dominated by men” 
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(Phillips, 1995: 66). Reynolds (1995) in a supportive argument claims that electoral systems employing 
exclusive mechanisms to a large degree membership of a particular ascriptive group (women or otherwise), 
signifies a possible omission of their respective interests in decision-making. Theoretical arguments in 
favour of women seem to defend women’s representation on accounts of their shared characteristics and 
similar experiences that generate issues of commonality requiring deliberate policy attention. 
 
21.  Women can represent their interests better than men 
All the respondents (100%) indicated that women can represent their interests better than men. This 
demonstrates that the gender of the representatives ‘does’ matter, thereby lending qualified weight to 
feminist arguments for increased representation of women in local government on the basis of role models, 
justice, interests and a revitalised democracy. Female councillors may also indirectly help to promote 
women’s interests by providing opportunities and resources to other women to allow them to participate in 
policy formulation and implementation, and by providing funds to organisations involved with policies that 
advance women’s status, or by inviting women experts, activists and or representatives from feminist 
associations into state arenas of policy making. Female councillors said that they had realised the suffering 
of other rural women and hence they wanted to be their ‘voice.’ Some of their comments included; 
(a) We are role models of the women we represent (female councillor, Masvingo district). 
(b) Women in decision-making positions must act as a voice for those women who cannot speak 
out (male councillor, Masvingo district). 
(c) Women have been disadvantaged for a very long time and so those in decision-making 
positions must act for them (female councillor, Shamva district). 
(d) Women understand each other’s problems and therefore can represent them better than men 
(male councillor, Gutu district). 
(e) Women have to advocate for their own issues which they have been denied for a very long 
time (male councillor, Bikita district). 
 
22. Women are more sensitive to local concerns than men 
An overwhelming majority (92.2%) of the ward councillors agreed that women are more sensitive to local 
concerns and are better able to represent them than men. Female councillors indicated that because of 
their daily involvement in issues such as water, food, health and children, it is only fair to assume that they 
are sensitive to these issues. They also indicated that these issues affect them more than men. Female 
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councillors indicated that they enjoy local politics to a larger extent due to their familiarity with the local 
community. In addition they benefit from this by being the key users of local space and services such as 
water, health, schools and roads. Women often take part in organisations in their community, which 
encourages them to be involved in formal decision-making processes at the local level (Evertzen, 2001). 
 
The condition and experiences, interests and needs of women which differ from those of men contribute to 
women’s different forms and levels of community participation. Women engage in community participation 
differently from male members of the community. According to Beal (1996:9), women are usually involved 
in the community in two ways: that is, “they take up different issues which differ from men’s interests, or 
take up similar issues with those of men but are interested in them in gendered ways.” 
 
A study on the relationship between community participation, personal empowerment and gender in Israel 
found gender-based differences in participating in the community and in ways in achieving empowerment 
(Itzhaky and York, 2000). Whereas men felt empowered in their participation as representatives, women 
felt they had greater control over services when they participated in decision-making processes. Women 
expressed their feelings of empowerment through personal and community control when they participated 
in organisational activities. Men preferred participating in formal forms of participation, such as being 
representatives and being recognised by others, while women placed little interest in gaining recognition 
from others and emphasised more the actual activities in terms of being service givers, community leaders 
or residents. 
 
23. Gender sensitivity of male councillors and council officials 
Male councillors (100%) indicated that male councillors and council officials are gender-sensitive while 
64.0% of female councillors agreed with the statement. Female councillors indicated that there is a need for 
strategies to ensure that male councillors and council officials become gender sensitive. When asked to 
mention some of the strategies, female councillors indicated the following; 
(a) Gender awareness training in all Rural District Councils;  
(b) Capacity building for councillors for effective participation; 
(c) Capacity building for gender impact analysis of policies and programmes; 
(d) Ensuring the participation of rural women and men in public consultative meetings; 
(e) Reviewing of electoral laws to provide for legislated quotas for women’s representation; 
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(f) Political parties should field more female candidates as councillors; 
(g)  Auditing of gender policies and procedures. 
 
Female councillors who were new to council work indicated that they had grappled with their new, 
unfamiliar positions through trial and error. In some Rural District Councils they were left to find out how 
council systems function and their exact roles as councillors. There are few induction courses available for 
the new councillors, such as confidence-building and assertiveness programmes. In some cases no efforts 
are made to familiarise new councillors with the functions of the council or the role of councillors and 
council committees. Some female councillors said that they only had one civic education course at the 
beginning of their first term in office. The female councillors are expected to know what to do and how local 
government systems function when they occupy office despite the fact that the English used in Acts and 
policy documents is too technical for ordinary rural women and require further explanation. The councillors 
indicated that they are sometimes not supplied with terms of reference or copies of Acts or procedures and 
manuals. 
 
Female councillors indicated that their male counterparts had been in council for a long time due to 
reelections and were not affected in the same way as them. The male councillors were more familiar with 
most procedures and functions of the council and council committees. Male councillors indicated that as 
men they shared information during their leisure time and other functions which women could not attend. It 
was noted during the research that some councils did not have an induction policy. An induction policy is a 
tool that makes it possible to familiarise and equip everyone about the functions of a council, their roles, the 
Rural District Councils Act and other local government policies. There are organisations that offer support 
workshops and training, such as the Zimbabwe Women in Local Government Association (ZWLGA), the 
Association of Rural District Councils of Zimbabwe (ARDCZ) and the Ministry of Local Government, Public 
Works and National Housing (MLGPWNH). However, these organisations, because of inadequate 
resources, are unable to offer enough workshops for female councillors. Some female councillors 
appreciated the training courses but indicated that they concentrate more on how female councillors should 
conduct themselves; aspects like confidence-building and assertiveness, and do not focus on real 
boardroom politics. 
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24. Female councillors are able to use their powers as public representatives to represent the 
interests of women 
There was a big discrepancy in the response, with 49 (96.1%) of the male councillors and 36 (72.0%) of the 
female councillors agreeing with the statement. Of female councillors, 28% disagreed with the statement. 
Female councillors said their position exposed them to opportunities that were financially attractive. As a 
councillor one was able to access land and agricultural inputs. The position gives councillors status, 
recognition and respectability in the community. Female councillors bemoaned the poor resource allocation 
in most Rural District Councils. They said male councillors who were well-positioned and had strong 
support within their respective parties accessed more resources for the development of their wards. They 
also reported that some female councillors who had served on council for a long time and had risen through 
the party ranks always managed to secure more resources for their wards. 
 
25. The current number of female councillors should be increased 
Seventy-two per cent of the respondents agreed with the statement. The number of female councillors who 
hold elected positions in RDCs as Chairpersons of Councils and Chairpersons of Committees is less than 
10% (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). Gender politics literature stresses the importance of electing more women 
to high-level political office. From a policy perspective, women are more likely than their male counterparts 
to promote legislation geared to ameliorate women’s economic and social status, especially concerning 
issues of healthcare, poverty, education, and gender equity (Burrell, 1998; Dodson 1998; Flammang, 1997; 
Carroll 1994; Thomas 1994). Some studies also suggest that women in decision-making positions are more 
likely than men to conduct business in a manner that is egalitarian, cooperative, communicative, and 
contextual (Rosenthal 1998; Kathlene 1995, 1994; Thomas 1994). 
 
The increased representation of women in governance structures enables them to influence policies to 
ensure that they address women’s practical and strategic gender needs. The Association of Rural District 
Councils of Zimbabwe (ARDCZ) has undertaken various programmes to increase women’s participation in 
local government politics and decision-making since the year 2000. This involved various researches, 
workshops and initiatives carried out separately by the associations. In particular, ARDCZ adopted a 
Sectoral Gender Policy to guide the process. Rural District Councils have acknowledged that there are 
significant barriers which affect the full participation of women in local governance. These include:  
(a) Traditional and historical bias against women’s participation in local governance;  
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(b) The unequal division of labour within households which limit the time available to women;  
(c) Unequal access to opportunities and resources and; 
(d) Electoral laws which are not conducive for equal representation (absence of legislated quotas).  
 
26. Membership in council committees 
Overall 64.5% of the ward councillors interviewed indicated that they were members of council committees, 
with 66.9% of male councillors and 33.1% of female councillors. Given the low levels of women in local 
councils, female councillors are the minority in council committees. Four out of 15 Rural District Councils 
had no female councillors sitting as chairpersons on the council committees because there are not enough 
women in the council. Only 6% of the female councillors indicated that they were council chairpersons. All 
RDCs have been divided into wards for the purposes of electing councillors. These councils are headed by 
a chairman who is elected from among the councillors, by the councillors at their first meeting following a 
general election which is held after every five years. Councillors are also expected to elect Chairpersons for 
various council committees. 
 
For effective administration, Rural District Councils are divided into committees. These subcommittees are 
responsible for helping the council to make effective and responsible decisions with regard to their area of 
expertise. A subcommittee is a small committee set up to deal with a particular issue. Each committee has 
a chairperson. It is important for the members of these committees to have knowledge of the committee’s 
work. In most Rural District Councils there are subcommittees for Finance, Social Services, Natural 
Resources, Human Resources and Planning and Works. The chairpersons of these committees take the 
information and decisions from a committee to a full council. 
 
Female councillors are also sometimes assigned roles in committees relating to health and welfare, which 
are considered to be traditionally within women’s domain. Control of resources such as land, finances, and 
housing have traditionally been men’s domain and they feel especially threatened when women demand 
some say over allocation of such resources. In addition, female councillors may lack the confidence or skills 
to participate in decision-making in council affairs. 
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27. Plans at the end of the term of office in 2013 
When asked about their plans at the end of their term of office, 64.4% of the councillors indicated that they 
would contest for another term; 9.9% to contest as MPs/Senators; 21.8% would retire while 3.9% were 
undecided. Most of the councillors who indicated that they would retire had served as councillors for more 
than 10 years. More female councillors (68%) than male councillors (60.8%) indicated that they would want 
to contest for another term. Some councillors argued that it was a cumbersome task to attain a higher office 
because it involved a lot of competition and demands. Ward councillors who want to contest for another 
term noted that it would depend on their communities and political parties to elect them again. Having 
served in positions of political leadership, councillors who wanted to contest as MPs/Senators underscored 
their experiences and abilities to hold such higher political positions. Arguments by female councillors for 
national-level representation also included interests of being at the level where national policies were made 
and where policies to benefit women would be initiated. 
 
5.3.4 Section D: Contribution to the Ward 
28. Groups or individuals who offered support in starting projects 
The majority of respondents (39.2%) indicated that they received support from their local councils, 35.3% 
from NGOs, 15.7% from local MPs/Senators and 9.8% from donor agencies. Income-generating projects 
are seen as a vehicle through which women can become emancipated (Goetz and Hassim, 2003). 
However, income-generating projects are a limited strategy of women’s empowerment. They make women 
dependent on funding rather than giving them an independent source of income. Most are low- and small-
scale projects with low income productivity, which do not meet the objective of generating enough income 
to provide women with economic independence. In most cases the projects are not properly appraised in 
terms of marketability of the products. The capital invested is too low to provide sufficient returns to benefit 
the poor. However, this is an opportunity that can be tapped on to improve the lives of rural women. The 
Rural District Councils (RDCs) can, through gender-sensitive budgeting, allocate enough resources that 
can see women implementing better and more sustainable projects that could sufficiently benefit women in 
the long run. A number of projects were initiated to include the following; 
(a) Beekeeping; 
(b) Sewing clubs; 
(c) Vegetable gardening; 
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(d) Selling of second-hand clothing; 
(e) Carpentry 
(f) Other councillors also noted that they had upgraded roads and established community halls and 
sporting facilities. Local labour was used in order to ensure that locals benefit from employment 
opportunities, thus improving their living conditions. 
 
29. Challenges faced in executing your duties as a ward councillor 
Of the councillors, 78.2% of the women and 68.3% of the men indicated that it was difficult to coordinate 
between family and council activities. They indicated that they had household responsibilities and 
agricultural activities to take care of; hence they work extra hours to balance household work and council 
business. While other female councillors indicated that patriarchy, the male-dominated social structure and 
a conservative mental perspective are ingrained in the males, preventing them from accepting female 
councillors as equals. Female councillors indicated that: 
(a) Some male councillors do not want female councillors to participate actively in the activities of 
council committees. 
(b)  Female councillors do not have the proper knowledge to implement the activities of the local 
councils.  
   (c) Sometimes we are not able to express ourselves in the full council meetings. Some of us do not    
even talk in front of other members. 
Other councillors indicated that they were hindered by lack of resources to implement various projects in 
their wards. They indicated that most RDCs do not have strong revenue bases to enable them to attend to 
the needs of their wards. Most ward councillors in Masvingo province indicated that communities expect too 
much from them when their councils were poor. One ward councillor noted that: 
“People come with all sorts of problems for councillors to solve. They do not want to do anything for 
themselves, even solving their own problems. We as councillors are expected to have all the answers. 
They expect councillors to be available 24 hours a day. They do not think councillors have their own 
families and that they must spend time with them.” 
 
245 
 
30. Measures to improve the participation of rural women in community activities 
A number of respondents gave varying responses. More female councillors (76%) than male (62%) 
emphasised the need to educate rural women, indicating that most of them were illiterate and lacked 
information on issues in their councils; 78% of the respondents emphasised the need to increase 
incomegenerating projects such as irrigation schemes, beekeeping and poultry projects. Some of the 
responses included: 
(a) Education is one of the most important means of making women knowledgeable, skilled and self 
confident in their participation in community affairs.  
(b) Most rural women in Zimbabwe are illiterate and lack information on the political processes taking 
place in their communities, such as how to lobby for policies, how to respond to their interests and 
even how, where and who to vote for.  
(c) The lack of adequate information makes rural women ignorant about their right to vote, contest as 
ward councillors and become members of political parties and social networks.  
(d) Women have lost interest in participating in all political activities. 
 
31. Changes needed to improve the participation of female councillors in council committees 
Most female councillors (84.7%) indicated that lack of formal education was a hindrance to their effective 
participation in council committees as all deliberations and council legislation are carried out in English. 
The use of the English language was found to be an inhibiting factor, as most rural women are not fluent in 
the language. Some argued that the use of English in council meetings and deliberations is not a written 
rule, but those male councillors who have been in council for a long time accepts it as a rule rather than an 
exception. All council legislation, minutes and reports are written in English. Some of the responses 
included: 
(a) The culture of local government needs to change to ensure that women are treated fairly and 
equally and to make sure that discrimination against women is not acceptable. 
(b) Gender awareness programmes for men and women need to be developed. 
(c) Opportunities need to be made available for women as soon as they are elected to learn about 
local government and their governance role and to provide them with support.  
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(e) There is not much debate from female councillors because they have a low understanding of the 
various Acts of Parliament and politics in general. 
(f) The central government and local councils should offer councillors technical and functional support 
to enable them to carry out their duties effectively. 
5.4 Conclusion 
In this Chapter the key issues raised in the field work can be summarised as follows:  
(a) Local government is deeply embedded in local social structures, which can present significant 
barriers to participation.  
(b) People’s participation’ is not necessarily women’s participation.  
(c) Affirmative action measures such as quotas are a necessary, if not a sufficient, mechanism for 
realising gender equality in local governance.  
(d) The effectiveness of women in local government comes not only from numbers but also from 
having the requisite skills.  
The findings of the research shows evidence that rural women and female councillors are more inclined to 
‘soft’ issues such as welfare, equality, environment, education and health, while men show interest in ‘hard’ 
issues such as policy, economy and transportation among others. What also emerged from the research 
are clear indications that while some rural women and female councillors are able to engage in and 
navigate the system to their satisfaction, many experience barriers to participation in local government 
processes. Those who were or are involved, indicated that a high level of awareness, confidence and 
initiative were key factors. While some rural women and female councillors felt satisfied that their 
participation was effective and worthwhile, some were not satisfied, and expressed frustration with various 
aspects of the local government system. 
 
The empowerment of rural women at the local level cannot be left only to the local government or to women 
working within the local government. As with other state institutions, local government is not gender-neutral. 
Although they do not publicly acknowledge gender differences and discrimination, government structures 
and processes produce gender inequality as they tend to be more responsive to men’s interests (Goetz, 
1997; Taylor, 2000). Women remain largely excluded from fully participating in, controlling and benefiting 
from social, economic and political resources at the local level on an equal footing with men. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
6.0 ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA 
6.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter constitutes analysis and interpretation of key findings from data gathered from field and 
documentary research in Chapter Five. Data was gathered through various instruments such as a survey 
questionnaire, key informant interviews and documentary search. The statements presented in this chapter 
are entirely subjective opinions of the respondents who participated in the research. Some of them are 
verbal responses and do not represent the views of the researcher. The views of the respondents include 
both positive and negative responses, to present as balanced and impartial a view as possible. 
Furthermore, these categories are not hermetic and necessarily distinct from one another, and so there 
may be areas of overlap between them. In order to protect the anonymity of the respondents who took part 
in the research, their actual identity is not revealed. The chapter identified the challenges that rural women 
face in accessing and participating in local governance.  An overview of the current number of women in 
decision-making positions in Zimbabwe was also given. A National Gender Management System (NGMS) 
to be used by local government in Zimbabwe was also developed.  
6.2 Barriers to Representation and Participation 
The aim of this section is to outline the pervasive challenges being faced by rural women in participating in 
local governance. These challenges were reinforced by the accounts of local government representatives 
who included District Administrators, district party chairpersons and representatives of women’s 
organisations who took part in the research. Women’s political representation and participation in the formal 
structures of politics are hugely shaped by the wider socio-cultural, economic, structures and institutional 
and political frameworks of the society.  
 
6.2.1 Political Violence against Women 
Throughout the research, in interviews with ward councillors, District Administrators (DAs) and party 
chairpersons and rural women, the issue of political violence arose as a barrier to rural women getting into 
local politics. The findings of the study showed that 96% of ward councillors and 97% of rural women 
ranked political violence as the biggest barrier to the participation of rural women in local politics. It was 
observed that violence against women in Zimbabwe takes mainly the following forms: physical, 
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psychological and forced isolation and the undermining of a woman’s self-esteem, sexual violence and 
economic violence, through which women may be denied access to work, income and maintenance. The 
respondents indicated that Zimbabwean politics was fraught with violence, especially during election 
periods, and unfortunately women were seen as easy targets. 
 
The Zimbabwe Women Lawyers Association (ZWLA) (2011) indicated that since the late 1990s, women in 
Zimbabwe have been greatly affected by the country’s protracted humanitarian crisis caused by a 
multifaceted conflict with economic, political and governance dimensions. Not only have women been 
disproportionately affected by the economic hardships of the crisis, such as the shortage of basic 
commodities, high levels of unemployment and increased poverty, but with the escalation of conflict, they 
have also experienced progressively higher levels of physical violence. It further noted that: 
 
“In a context in which women have been used as a tool to exact punishment on political opponents 
through rape and other violence, it is clear that the state suspended the observation of its 
obligations to women under international law. This violence has had a negative impact on women’s 
ability to participate effectively in the political life of the country.” 
 
Shaba (2010) indicated that in the 2008 post-election violence, rural women were systematically raped and 
tortured to ensure their isolation from the communities in which they had been politically active. One female 
MDC-T supporter in Masvingo province mentioned that women drop out of election races because of the 
fear of being beaten and violated. She indicated that she knew of incidents where people were abducted 
and tortured. She said that women felt that standing for elections is not worth the sacrifice they have to 
make. Research participants concurred that the violent nature of Zimbabwean politics and the country’s 
political instability during the period 2000 to 2008 was a deterrent to women standing for elections as 
councillors, MPs and Senators. Female councillors and representatives of women’s organisations indicated 
that women are the ones who promote unity and harmony in communities. One female ward councillor from 
Mashonaland Central Province explained that:  
 
“During the June 2008 Presidential election runoff, women councillors went about telling residents 
not to participate in violent activities as this fuels more violence. Instead they were promoting 
peace in the community. Women councillors are a unifying force in times of conflict.” 
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Sachikonye (2011) indicated that women activists and members of opposition parties and Civil Society 
Organisations (CSOs) were not spared brutal repression in the form of violence. An analysis of the political 
violence in 2008 Presidential election runoff showed that a woman who was an MDC-T member or merely 
perceived to be a supporter of the MDC-T was 10 times more likely to report a human rights violation than a 
female member of ZANU-PF (CSVR, 2009). Another report described 448 cases of violations against 
women, and established that between 2000 and 2006 the most common violation reported by women was 
assault, followed by political intimidation and property destruction (ZHR NGO Forum, 2006). It was pointed 
out that: 
 
Rural women were reported to have experienced property destruction, displacement, rape, torture, 
more frequently than their urban counterparts, while urban women reported assault, unlawful 
detention and death threats more frequently (ZHR NGO Forum, 2006). 
 
One female MDC-T ward chairperson in Mashonaland Central province indicated that she was at the 
receiving end of political violence that rocked the country in the June 2008 Presidential election runoff. She 
indicated that:  
 
“I lost my property to the violence that characterised that election after my house was burnt. I am 
now determined to become a Member of Parliament for this area. Some men fled this area at the 
height of violence only to return after the formation of the inclusive government in 2009 when the 
situation had calmed down. But I remained here throughout. This makes me a strong contender, as 
I will stand by the people when things are hard.” 
 
Pre-election political environments in Zimbabwe have been tense, hostile and volatile and are 
characterised by electoral campaigns marred by high levels of intimidation, violence, displacement of 
people, abductions and loss of life (PAP, 2008). Manifestations of violence included torture, rape, beatings 
by youth militia invading villages, burning down houses, and setting up torture camps in rural and urban 
areas. Interviews with ward councillors, rural women and women’s organisations highlighted the issue of 
political violence both as a barrier to women getting into local politics as well as to their ability to participate 
effectively once they were elected (Sachikonye, 2011). Socialisation and a patriarchal society in which 
predefined stereotypical roles are ascribed to women and men are also used to promote and sustain 
violence against women.  
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Violence against women is a critical tool in the maintenance of male hegemony. It is the means by which 
the patriarchal requirements of conformity and obedience are extended to women and enforced. As 
violence is inextricably linked with male hegemony, only ending that hegemony is going to reduce violence 
and persuade citizens that it is an issue for societal concern rather than an isolated private problem. 
Reexamining approaches to participation and reducing violence against women may hold a key to 
rethinking how to make development with women more productive, inclusive, and effective (Shaba, 2010). 
Other studies confirm the increase in politically motivated violence against women. For instance, of the 414 
victims of violence between March and May 2007, some 24% were women (Solidarity Peace Trust, 2007). 
Some of the long-term effects of the trauma of violence experienced were described by Sekai Holland, a 
senior woman politician in the MDC- T: 
 
“I experienced fearfulness and insomnia. I had to sleep with the buzzer beside my head. I had 
symptoms of numbing, insomnia and hyper-arousal. I know I should be angry and scared but I 
can’t feel anything.” (Quoted in OSISA, 2007: 17). 
 
Sachikonye (2011) argued that some of the rape and sexual abuse against women is revenge for 
participation in politics or campaigns by members of the victim’s family. He indicated that about 56% of 
women members of the National Constitutional Assembly (NCA) stated that they had been abused 
because a member of their family was involved in politics. He further argues that women can become 
victims not only due to their own involvement but also because of others, and in the latter case, they are 
victimised in order to put pressure on family members.  
 
The Electoral Act contains no provisions expressly aimed at securing the safety of women as voters or as 
candidates. By contrast, South Africa’s Electoral Act provides an example of protecting women’s human 
rights, including their physical integrity, during an election. The Electoral Code of Conduct in the South 
African Act aims to promote conditions that are conducive to free and fair elections, including tolerance of 
democratic political activity, free political campaigning and open public debate. Contraventions of the 
provisions of the code constitute criminal conduct. The Code of Conduct contains the following section: 
 
“Role of women 
Every registered party and every candidate must: 
(a) Respect the right of women to communicate freely with parties and candidates; 
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(b) Facilitate the full and equal participation of women in political activities; 
(c) Ensure the free access of women to all public political meetings, marches, demonstrations, 
rallies and other public political events; and 
(d) Take all reasonable steps to ensure that women are free to engage in any political activities.” 
 
Also Section 9 (1) states that no registered party or candidate may use language or act in a way that may 
discriminate on the grounds of race, ethnicity, sex, gender, class or religion in connection with an election 
or political activity. Furthermore, Section 9 (2) (e) of the Electoral Code of Conduct stipulates that no person 
may abuse a position of power, privilege or influence, including parental, patriarchal and traditional or 
employment authority to influence the conduct or outcome of an election. This section suggests that it is 
alert to the subordinate position (created by situational and structural barriers) that certain women find 
themselves in by virtue of their various roles, including those of wife, mother, daughter, employee and 
community member, and the pressures they experience because of the gendered understanding of these 
roles (Gaidzanwa, 2004). 
6.2.2 Culture and Socialisation 
Culture and socialisation was ranked as the second barrier to the participation of women in local 
governance: 94.1% of the rural women and 86.3% of female councillors interviewed mentioned the 
patriarchal mindset that they encountered in society and in political parties as the key challenge in 
performing their role as public representatives effectively. They said that they were not treated equally by 
male councillors and were not taken seriously by some council authorities. Female councillors complained 
that male councillors brought their patriarchal attitudes from home to the council. Male domination in the 
councils and in its functioning makes it a patriarchal site where women have to continue to fight their way 
by resisting public patriarchy on a daily basis. One female council chairperson supported this view by 
indicating that: 
 
“The serious disparities you see in our society today are as a result of patriarchy. Women are 
supposed to spend their time in the private domain while men are for the public domain. The fact 
that you have to be voted into a position and elections held make it a serious challenge. We have 
been called names and undressed in public by these men who do not want to see us taking 
leadership positions. Only a few aggressive women have stood against these men. In our council 
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we have tried without success to have more elected as councillors. There has been serious 
resistance from men.” 
 
Cultural beliefs are the commonly held norms and moral standards of a culture, the standards of right and 
wrong that set expectations for behaviour. These beliefs are usually rooted in the culture’s symbolic 
inheritance and include the roles that are appropriate for particular persons (Arnett 2011). Opare (2005) 
suggests that women’s inability to take-up leadership positions in communities is attributable to the cultural 
belief that ascribes natural leadership both in the household and wider community to men, and women 
there only to support them. Gender relations are rooted in the ideology of relationship whereby women are 
seen as subordinate to men. Women are consistently denied inheritance rights, adequate food, freedom of 
expression and mobility, participation in community activities and say in personal choices and preferences 
They are thus denied a meaningful role in decision-making, and are not in a position to access educational 
and healthcare facilities, or political and financial institutions nor own assets and resources. Women’s place 
in the family hierarchy and relationships within the home combine with the socially prescribed gendered 
division of roles to determine their levels of exclusion in both the private (household) and public spheres 
(Mumtaz, 2005). One female respondent from Masvingo province indicated that: 
“Patriarchy is a serious issue. In our village men do not accept us simply because we are women. 
Even if you raise very important issues at Village and Ward meetings, they do not accept them 
simply because you are woman. This is a patriarchal problem. Even our ward councillor who is a 
woman has experienced this problem when she wanted to contest.”  
 
Patriarchy as a system of male domination shapes women’s relationship in politics. It transforms males and 
females into men and women and construct the hierarchy of gender relations where men are privileged 
(Eisenstein 1984).  Rich (1997:57) defines patriarchy as: 
 
“A familial-social, ideological, political system in which men by force, direct pressure or through 
ritual, tradition, law, and language, customs etiquette, education, and the division of labour, 
determine what part women shall or shall not play in which the female is everywhere subsumed 
under the male.”  
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Patriarchy may further be viewed as a “gender system” consisting of societal norms or contracts based on 
formal and coded or unwritten and assumed rules and regulations that govern the position of women and 
the prerogatives of men within the family and household, in the sphere of production or the labour market, 
in the political system, and in cultural institutions (Hirdman, 1991). Patriarchal attitudes become embedded 
to the extent that, even where there is supposed to be equality, these attitudes tend to prevail. Patriarchal 
societies enforce rules in such a way that affect the self-esteem and self-confidence of women, limit their 
access to resources and information and keep them in subordinated status to men. Societal constraints 
relate to informal institutions such as values, norms and conventions that shape attitudes and behaviours. 
For example these can refer to gender roles in the family, community and society at large such as 
expectations that women belong to the private domain of home. This then means women are expected to 
take care primarily of household needs look after their husbands and children and thus do not have the 
time and skill to become involved in public life. Prevailing traditional gender norms, for example in terms of 
women’s mobility, reinforce patterns of discrimination, can limit women’s participation and protect men’s 
dominance of politics (Hirdman, 1991).  
The gender role ideology is used as an ideological tool by patriarchy to place women within the private 
arena of home as mothers and wives and men in the public sphere. This is one of the vital factors that 
shape the level of women’s political participation globally. However, this ideological divide is not reflective 
of the reality. The boundaries between public and private are often blurred in the daily lives of women. 
Gender contracts are in effect male-female power relationships that shape and arise from social, economic, 
political and sexual dispositions of men and women in a society. Various gender contracts constitute a 
gender system under which cultural norms and common laws defining men’s and women’s rights, 
privileges, status and duties are defined (Brak, 1981). 
 
The cultural barriers shaped by patriarchal political discourse become vital structural factors in determining 
the level of women’s participation in politics. Women have to negotiate their entry into and claim public 
space according to the discursive, cultural and material opportunities available to them in a given cultural 
and societal context. Although gender role ideology is not static – rather it is in flux due to its constant 
intersection with ever-changing economic, social and political systems – women continue to be defined as 
private beings in dominant cultural discourses, which results in creating structural barriers to women’s entry 
into politics (Brak, 1981). 
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While mechanisms can be devised in principle to address institutional constraints, social constraints are 
clearly harder to legislate away. The ubiquity of historically entrenched patriarchal practices is obviously the 
most formidable social constraint on women’s participation (Phillips, 1995). This explains in part the fact 
that women who enter representative bodies generally belong to families of politicians, and may be 
surrogates for the men who cannot themselves stand for election. Of the ward councillors, 77.2% agreed 
with the above statement. However, only 64% of female councillors agreed with the statement. That family 
political connections help women at every step from the decision (not always an independent decision 
taken by women themselves) to contest, to getting successfully elected has, for example in India been 
found to be true not only of the rural areas, but also in urban areas, as a study of municipal councils in four 
big cities in India shows (Gosh and Lama-Rewal, 2005). The internalisation of generations of gender bias is 
reflected in the under-confidence of women in forming and expressing opinions in the proceedings of local 
councils, though they do often become aware of the manifest discrimination against them in decision-
making bodies. 
 
Women have found it difficult to challenge patriarchal systems still dominant in the rural areas. One woman 
respondent in Masvingo province indicated that she was arrested three times for trying to defy traditional 
norms and assume the position of Village head in her community. She argued that the position belonged to 
her father who had died in 1978 while she was young. She indicated that she had been physically 
assaulted during her quest for the position of Village head. Some members of the community labelled her a 
member of the MDC-T in a ZANU-PF stronghold. This led to several clashes with the local leadership. She 
mentioned that: 
 
“Sometime in 2012, I approached the chief to discuss the issue of taking over the position of 
Village head but he refused and shouted at me. He indicated that he would not appoint woman as 
a traditional leader as it was against custom. I told him that I would fight for my father’s legacy. The 
chief was not pleased with this and he sent some youths to beat me. When I reported the matter to 
the police, I was arrested and was only released after paying an admission of guilt fine. All these 
were attempts to silence me.”  
 
According to some villagers, the problems started when the woman would occasionally challenge the chief 
at traditional meetings. They said the woman had been challenging the chief’s retrogressive policies and 
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her attempts to bring donors to develop the area were also denied by the local leadership. One woman 
from the area said that: 
 
“She tried to bring donors to develop the area by drilling boreholes and deep wells in our area, but 
the chief resisted. It’s very unfortunate because we only have one borehole and people travel a 
distance of 10 kilometres to fetch water. Our councillor and MP have failed us and we look up to 
her to represent us on all issues that lead to the emancipation of women because she is outspoken 
and brave.”  
Being married is an important factor in women’s political success. This is because Zimbabwean society is 
yet to trust single female politicians. Marriage is one of the most important elements for Zimbabwean 
women to have a ‘favourable’ political career. Of the rural women interviewed, 57.4% were married while 
80% of the female councillors were married. Seventy-seven per cent of ward councillors agreed with the 
statement: “Women leaders have been described as unmarried, divorced, frustrated and sometimes 
surrogates of powerful politicians who cannot stand for elections.” The observation from the research was 
that married female politicians are better listened to, and are taken more seriously, than those who are 
single or divorced. Some of the reasons given for unmarried women entering politics were that they are 
bitter towards men, that they are looking for a partner, and that they are loose and confused. They 
indicated that marriage serves as a vindication for acceptable female politicians. By the mere fact of being 
married they are deemed to have entered politics for positive reasons and nothing else. As a result, married 
female politicians are awarded some amount of respect and are taken seriously, as compared with 
unmarried politicians.  
 
The cultural beliefs and practices that prescribe the public domain for men and domestic for women are the 
main factors inhibiting women’s political representation; and also influencing the other limiting factors. This 
is an indication of the need for progressive cultural practices that equally recognise the potential of women 
in public decision-making. Mukhopadhay (2005) points out that it is the same cultural abhorrence of women 
in decision-making in the private sphere that is brought into the public leadership domain and limiting their 
representation in politics. 
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6.2.3 Lack of Resources 
The third most important factor that limits the respect and legitimacy in decision-making of rural women is 
their lack of economic means: 97% of rural women and 80.4% of ward councillors cited lack of resources 
as a factor which limits them in participating in local governance. One rural woman in Gutu district indicated 
that: 
 
“For you to have a voice in the family and the opportunity to participate in decisions affecting the 
family, one must be able to put food on the table.”
 
 
Women’s economic activities and the resources they may generate would strengthen women in several 
ways. First, economic resources may free the necessary time for discussion and participation on local 
decision-making. Second, they empower women, giving them the sense they can accomplish things. Third, 
they raise the stature of women within their communities, both with men and with young people. Not having 
economic interests precludes a range of interests that would compel women to set certain priorities, 
support particular local investment, and take an interest in national policies. Once they have economic 
interest, women may understand the importance of roads and communication infrastructure, impediments 
to accessing credit, the need for effective contractual mechanisms, and the problems of taxation. They 
would be better poised to understand the role that government, local and national, plays or ought to play 
and to feel the need to engage in setting priorities and allocating resources (Medoff, 1986). 
 
The high cost of election campaigns is a significant barrier against women’s full, equal representation and 
participation in politics. Women do not have access to resources to finance their campaigns and wealthy 
individuals and corporate contributors would rather give to men who are generally leaders of political 
parties. Related to the high cost of campaigns is the problem of vote-buying and the ensuing corruption that 
often go with the use of private money to finance public office campaigns. The Women in Politics Support 
Unit (WIPSU) argued that: 
“Unless the system and culture of ‘money politics’ is changed, women will continue to be 
marginalised in political and public life.”  
One of the most pervasive problems affecting aspiring women councillors is funding. During primary 
elections individuals must fend for themselves and their campaign teams. Female ZANU-PF councillors 
257 
 
pointed out that it was increasingly becoming difficult for poor men and women to run effective campaigns 
at primary level because of the stiff competition for seats. During primary election campaigns teams need 
among other things, transport, food, regalia, banners and insignia which profile the candidate. The cost of 
printing T-shirts and other regalia is expensive in Zimbabwe. Female councillors indicated that running a 
campaign in a rural ward is very expensive since these wards are huge and not as well served by roads, 
telephones, electricity and other infrastructure as urban wards. Travelling distances to meetings, rallies and 
other campaign-related activities therefore takes up much time and exhausts the candidates and the 
campaign team. Women candidates running campaigns and shouldering domestic responsibilities are 
particularly overworked and likely to burn out, in addition to spending large sums of money to fund their 
campaigns. 
 
Ofei-Aboagye (2000) indicated that women’s lower economic and social status, among others, especially in 
northern Ghana, makes them particularly vulnerable as it limits their access to general advancement. For 
instance, women’s “multiple roles as wives, mothers, daughters, community workers and income-
generators severely limits their time for community interaction and mobilisation.” Similarly, Matembe (2010) 
writing about women’s political participation in Uganda, notes that politics is an expensive venture and 
women are constrained from entering local level politics by lack of finances for campaigning. Therefore to 
win elections, aspiring candidates need to use resources to influence elections in their favour.  
 
Most of the ward councillors cited inadequate resources as hampering their operations and development 
plans in the individual wards. The female councillors pointed out that if a councillor is not well known and 
does not have influence within their political parties, they struggle to access sufficient resources to 
implement development projects. For those with political muscle, resources are forthcoming. The 
Councillors also agreed that their allowances were too low and in most cases they use their own resources 
to do council business. 
 
The three most important resources, according to Medoff (1986) are money, people and time. He indicated 
that candidates with more money in an election campaign are more likely to win. He argues that women 
candidates never raise as much money as their male counterparts, so women need to develop other 
campaign strategies such as making time for campaigning and networking to reduce this disadvantage. 
This is confirmed by the women councillors who indicated that they relied more on the youth and women’s 
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groups in their wards which did a lot of campaigning for them. Male councillors attributed the lack of 
women’s access to resources to the general poverty situation in rural areas. They indicated that due to 
patriarchy women have no access to family and community resources such as land and livestock and even 
the few who have cannot dispose them off without the consent of husbands or male relatives. The concept 
of economic factors is useful in analysing how the lack of resources affects women’s representation in local 
politics (Medoff, 1986). 
6.2.4 Domestic responsibilities 
While the survey showed that only a few rural women (52.9%) and female councillors (70.6%) rated this as 
a barrier, possibly because they have been socialised not to think of their domestic chores as a barrier, 
women have the burden of domestic or private responsibilities which they have to balance with their 
political and public duties. In addition many of them have other full-time jobs so that they can support their 
families, resulting in their having to juggle their time between politics, work and home. Lack of support from 
husbands and families exacerbate this situation. Female councillors interviewed (74.5%) mentioned that 
they were fully supported by their families in contesting as councillors. However, they mentioned the 
continued pressure they had to face to shoulder their domestic responsibilities in the same way as before. 
They said they had competing demands on their time due to their triple productive, reproductive and 
community managerial responsibilities. They were left with little time to participate in politics. Many reported 
that they suffer from extreme stress in managing these triple roles as there is no support available from 
their families, political parties, their council or the state. 
6.2.5 Lack of Education 
In Zimbabwe there is no educational requirement to become a councillor. The Councillors’ Handbook 
(2009: 42) states: “It does not matter if you are male or female, old or young, educated or unschooled, left 
or right wing, you should aim to be the best councillor you can be.” The biographical data of respondents 
showed that 60.3% of rural women had secondary education while 60% of female councillors had attained 
the same qualification. However, education is still seen as a key barrier to women's effective participation 
by rural women, councillors and party chairpersons. Ward Councillors (54.9%) and rural women (52.6%) 
rated lack of education as a key barrier. Women’s organisations felt that women’s lack of education was a 
key contributing factor to their lack of confidence. They also said that women’s participation could be 
enhanced through education starting at a young age. Others said education was important because it 
would mean that female councillors would start to raise women’s issues in their council. 
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According to the UN (2007), the lack of leadership capacity is due to discrimination in access to education 
and training. Khan and Ara (2006) assert that education is the strongest factor influencing women’s control 
of their own fate. They noted that Bangladeshi women are politically handicapped because of low 
educational achievement and other social norms that restrict their movement in public. Medoff (1986) 
suggests a positive relationship between women’s educational attainment and their political attitudes, and 
beliefs regarding women’s political participation, by indicating that “the greater the educational level of 
women the more likely they will support women candidates” (1986: 249). The concept of education is 
helpful in understanding the influence of educational attainment of women candidates and female voter 
population on women’s political representation. 
According to the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) report of 2008, voter education in Zimbabwe did 
not take account of gender issues and while education materials were distributed in a range of forms, none 
of the strategies used targeted women specifically. In Zimbabwe the 'Women Can Do It' campaign 
launched by the Women’s Trust in 2007 highlighted the importance of political parties taking responsibility 
for increasing women's representation. But according to Shaba (2010) when the Women's Trust ran the 
'Women Can Do It' campaign in the lead-up to and after the March 2008 harmonised elections, one of the 
astonishing facts it came across was the lack of accurate information regarding the procedures to stand as 
a candidate available to women who were interested in contesting the elections. Information brochures had 
to be produced to provide this information. Spreading of misinformation was also a problem. Some women 
said they were told by some men in their parties that they should have five ‘O’ levels to contest for election. 
This means there is need for awareness raising and education of potential candidates and voters. Women’s 
organisations indicated that campaigns such as ‘Women Can Do It’ should commence well in advance of 
the elections and women who have won elections should be provided with requisite support by women’s 
organisations that would have lobbied for their inclusion. These campaigns should also involve the media in 
constructive ways to ensure that they are effective. 
6.2.6 Personal barriers 
As the findings of the study reveal, 24% of the female councillors, compared with 7.8% male, had been 
elected for the first-time. They lack confidence, relevant council experience and basic knowledge and skill 
in council work. Similarly, they indicated that they lack sufficient gender understanding on how to represent 
women’s interests. They also lack advocacy skills to promote women specific issues. As a result of all this, 
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they are not able to make effective alliances, networks and linkages within and outside councils with 
stakeholders. 
 
The findings of the study revealed that the level of confidence- and capacity-building needs of female 
councillors vary according to their political background and their exposure to the public and to political life. 
The needs of female councillors and those of their male counterparts were different. Similarly female 
councillors elected as chairpersons of council committees had specific training needs. As mentioned 
earlier, 74.5% of the ward councillors said they had contested as councillors with the consent of their 
families. However, they felt constrained due to competing demands from their families and their council 
responsibilities. Issues of mobility, lack of independent sources of income and lack of social capital as 
women, limit the scope of their political work. At the personal level, female councillors faced barriers mainly 
due to demographic factors such as education, employment and age and familial factors that include their 
triple roles and family support. These factors affect female councillors’ self-confidence and motivation and 
limit their representation and participation in local governance. 
6.2.7 Lack of Information 
One important constraint on interest of women in and their capability to make decisions is their lack of 
information. The informational constraints fall in three categories:  
(a) Limited channels of communication and limited content regarding sources of information. Illiteracy 
is one impediment because it precludes the receipt of information from newspapers, magazines, 
and other printed material; 
(b) Poverty is another, constraining access to television and radios; and 
(c) The last constraint is time. One issue related to information channels for women is the reliance on 
radio and the possibility that radio broadcasts are not sufficient for informing rural women: 42.6% of 
rural women and 40% of female councillors indicated that radio was their major source of 
information. Despite the highest number of respondents indicating that radio was their major 
source of information, there are a number of questions that were posed pertaining to the use of 
radios. These included: Do rural women have radios? Do they control use of the radios? Do they 
have time to listen, or are they so busy with other activities they cannot give it their attention? Are 
they interested in listening?  
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Though rural women indicated that the use of radios is increasing, radios pose two weaknesses: 
(a) Lack of permanency – that is, women cannot go back and consult it, and 
(b)  Unidirectional: radios do not allow for discussion and debate among women. At the same time, 
there is a severe shortage of relevant content that would motivate and inform decision-making. 
Information is power. Women cannot put themselves forward with knowledgeable positions if they lack 
information. Similarly, they cannot visualise themselves participating in decision-making if they do not 
know of those instances where women have been elected or have participated in local governance 
(Medoff, 1986).  
6.2.8 Lack of Mutual Support among Women 
While it is undeniable that women bear the brunt of gender inequality because of patriarchy and other 
factors, it is also true that they are their own detractors. One of the research findings is that the reason for 
low women’s participation in politics is the ‘pull-her down syndrome’ among Zimbabwean women: 50.9% of 
the ward councillors and 39.8% of rural women indicated this barrier under ‘other’ factors. One female MP 
stressed that during campaigns women were difficult to work with as compared with men. She indicated 
that women were constantly trying to outdo and out-manoeuvre each other instead of working together. 
She revealed that: 
 
“Culturally, women are like that. They don’t want to facilitate another woman’s advancement. 
Women are jealous. They feel they would rather be under a man than another woman. Even the 
women in senior positions in the party have the same attitude. They always want to see what it is 
you are doing wrong, rather than right.” 
  
In most instances the comments by respondents were related to the fact that women do not support each 
other. There was very little reference made to the support that men do or do not provide to women 
councillors. Most female councillors made comments such as “men enjoy making life difficult for women”, 
which implies that in many cases little or no support comes from men. One Field Officer from the Zimbabwe 
Women Resources Centre and Network (ZWRCN) stated: 
 
“For unclear reasons women as a political constituency tend to give support to male candidates 
more than to female candidates. Some factors in this contradiction include intimidation by male 
opponents, constraints of family duties and financial problems faced by women candidates.” 
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6.2.9 Institutional Factors 
Government laws were an important factor in the selection of women into decision-making bodies, 
according to 30.9% of rural women and 42.1% of ward councillors. Institutional factors refer to the laws and 
various formal arrangements that guide the mechanics of governance and political participation. 
Institutional factors that limit representative participation include the type of electoral system and how 
women’s representation is outlined in a country’s or political party’s constitution or legal framework. This 
includes the rules and procedures through which candidates are selected or votes are cast in an election, 
and in turn helps to determine the extent to which local decision-making bodies are genuinely democratic, 
inclusive and gender-sensitive. Several elements of the institutional design have a major impact on 
women’s opportunities to stand for election and to be elected (Matland, 2005). 
6.3 Electoral Framework 
Since independence, elections in Zimbabwe have been conducted within the First-Past-the-Post [FPTP] 
electoral system. This practice was inherited from the Westminster-type plurality or Single Member District 
[SMD] system, in which the candidate with the highest number of votes wins. Implied in this framework is 
that a winner with the support of less than 51% of voters in a constituency may be elected. However, the 
growing perception is that such “winner-take-all” or “zero sum” electoral frameworks are no longer 
consistent with the unfolding political and leadership challenges being faced in this country. This 
exclusionary approach generates tension in any political environment (EISA, 2008). According to 
Gaidzanwa (2004), the electoral system is regarded as an important factor in determining the number of 
women elected to legislative office. It can greatly contribute to gender equality in politics.  Reynolds (1999) 
notes that: 
 
“Favourable societal conditions will not substitute for unfavourable electoral systems for women to 
reach their optimal representation in parliament and local legislatures. But unfavourable contextual 
conditions including cultural biases and discriminatory practices can be overcome to a great extent 
by alternate electoral systems.” 
 
The electoral system in Zimbabwe places a great burden on women since membership in a political party is 
a prerequisite for election into parliament. Membership in political parties is a strongly gendered process 
based on the availability of one’s time, energy, resources and skills to participate in the public domain. 
Political parties hold meetings, rallies and workshops and require their members to devote time to 
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relationships with other party members to enhance their chances of attaining electoral office. These 
requirements therefore rule out the participation of large numbers of women, especially those of 
childbearing and child-caring ages who also shoulder domestic responsibilities. 
 
 A new Constitution of Zimbabwe has made an electoral paradigmatic shift to a more inclusive, 
accommodating, win-win electoral system based on proportional representation for the Senate and mixed 
electoral systems for Parliament and other elective bodies. Section 17 (1) of the New Constitution of 
Zimbabwe (2013) recognises that: 
 
(1) The State must promote full gender balance in Zimbabwean society, and in particular: 
(a) The State must promote the full participation of women in all spheres of Zimbabwean society on 
the basis of equality with men; 
(b) The State must take all measures, including legislative measures, needed to ensure that: 
(i) Both genders are equally represented in all institutions and agencies of government at 
every level; and 
(ii) Women constitute at least half the membership of all Commissions and other elective and 
appointed governmental bodies established by or under this Constitution or any Act of 
Parliament; 
(c) The State and all institutions and agencies of government at every level must take practical 
measures to ensure that women have access to resources, including land, on the basis of equality 
with men. 
(2) The State must take positive measures to rectify gender discrimination and imbalances resulting 
from past practices and policies. 
Section 124 of the new Constitution which deals with the composition of the National Assembly indicates 
that there shall be an additional of 60 women elected using the system of proportional representation. It 
states that: 
(1) The National Assembly consists of: 
(a) Two hundred and ten members elected by secret ballot from the two hundred and ten 
constituencies into which Zimbabwe is divided; and 
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(b) For the life of the first two Parliaments after the effective date, an additional sixty women 
members, six from each of the provinces into which Zimbabwe is divided, elected through a 
system of proportional representation based on the votes cast for candidates representing 
political parties in a general election for constituency members in the provinces. 
The Zimbabwe Women Lawyers Association (ZWLA) indicated that the New Constitution had managed to 
incorporate 75% of the demands made by women. It further mentioned that the New Constitution also had 
a provision of a solid legal framework for the protection and promotion of women’s fundamental rights and 
freedoms. It further stated: 
 
“The New Constitution also makes provision for women’s participation in the political and other 
developmental processes of the country whilst providing for prevention of violation of rights. It is 
comparatively better than the previous Lancaster House Constitution. The draft constitution has 
many positive aspects that address historical gender imbalances, including laws and policies that 
discriminate against women and girls. Since time immemorial women have had to cope with 
discriminatory laws, policies and practices in this country and these have not been adequately 
addressed in the 19 times that the previous Constitution (Lancaster House) has been amended. 
For this reason, we celebrate the anti-discriminatory clauses in the New Constitution and the 
equality principle. With a framework in place, we are expectant that attitudes and practices that 
discriminate against women will become a thing of the past.” 
 
While laws are a necessary vehicle through which women’s political representation and participation can be 
increased, they are not necessarily an end in themselves. Implementation of gender equality laws and 
policies in Zimbabwe has been hampered by inadequate funding which paralyses government arms and 
half-hearted commitment by policy implementing patriarchs. The Women’s Coalition in Zimbabwe noted 
that:   
“These policy implementers speak politically correct language which is not matched with practical 
policy commitments, resulting in ‘policy evaporation’. Our struggle is not with the Law, the struggle 
is with patriarchy.” 
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There are no legal impediments to women accessing decision-making positions in Zimbabwe, but the 
structures within which women have to function still remain largely patriarchal and in some instances are 
obstructive to their entry into the political arena.  
6.4 Role of Political Parties 
That political parties played an important role in ensuring that rural women participate in community 
activities was agreed by 86.4% of the rural women and 92.1% of ward councillors. It is therefore imperative 
to analyse the role that political parties play in the participation of women in politics. Norris and Lovenduski 
(1993) argued that political parties are institutionalised sites of patriarchal power in the political arena. 
Women’s subordinate status in the private sphere of the home is reproduced in the political parties. Women 
are not treated equally. They are discriminated against at the time of elections in terms of awarding party 
tickets, as they are not perceived to be winnable candidates. They are also intimidated by the patronising 
attitudes of men in political parties and at times sexually harassed by them (Gaidzanwa, 2004). During the 
research some members of the Women’s Assembly in the MDC-T disclosed that they had faced pressure 
to give sexual favours to those in positions of power in the party in order to move upwards in the party and 
in national politics. Some of them complained bitterly that merit did not prevail in their parties. They 
disclosed that women who were willing to give sexual favours to party bosses were the ones who obtained 
the most opportunities. 
 
As the “gatekeepers” to women’s entry into politics, political parties have the potential to be enabling agents 
for women but in most instances they are unsupportive. While party manifestos refer to gender and some to 
affirmative action, none of the political parties have made any concerted effort to put in place measures to 
increase the representation of women and to ensure that they are elected.The gatekeepers to the political 
scene are the political parties because of their control over the nomination process. The role of voters is 
often not as decisive as one would think. The political parties’ nomination committees frequently decide 
who will be elected. They select the candidates and place them in ‘good’ or ‘bad’ constituencies’ vis-à-vis 
election prospects (Norris and Lovenduski, 2003).  
 
Given that candidate selection operates through parties, gender dynamics within political parties are 
extremely important. Political parties are often described as the “gatekeepers” of women’s political inclusion 
(Norris and Lovenduski, 1993). Variations in such aspects as candidate selection mechanisms, recruitment, 
branch structure, systems of mentoring and leadership development, and the procedures by which party 
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activists make it to the national executive committee are all likely to strongly affect the political prospects of 
female party members (Goetz and Hassim, 2003). Women’s wings or assemblies can also help promote 
women’s interests within parties, or they can simply segregate women’s influence and activities while 
remaining excluded from central decision-making bodies (Gray, 2003 and Geisler, 1995).  
 
Women who reach senior positions in political parties may also be able to aid other female candidates, 
though the specific form of this aid is shaped by opportunities provided by the electoral system (Kunovich 
and Paxton, 2005). Unfortunately, while most women activate their political participation as party members, 
the record of translating this participation into formal power within the party is poor. Political parties play an 
important role for women to be elected. They can be gatekeepers and prevent women’s access to elected 
positions, or they can open avenues for women with transparent and open processes for the selection of 
candidates or other positions within the party. In addition, political parties can provide support, such as 
funding for the election campaign, providing access to networks, training and skills development for women 
candidates. Most rural women, when asked whether they would consider entering politics, answered in the 
negative. Some of the women indicated that:  
 
“Politics is dirty. In most cases the methods employed by male politicians are illegal and unethical 
to win elections and assume power. Most people want to achieve narrow personal interests at the 
expense of the electorate. We have been intimidated and threatened with violence by some of 
these politicians during election time.” 
 
In line with the above, one of the main obstacles to women’s representation is found in the process of 
candidate selection in political parties. Women find it more difficult to be nominated as candidates in 
political parties that are traditionally dominated by men. Without special measures to encourage women 
candidates, the number of women enlisted as candidates by political parties is likely to be smaller than the 
number of men. The Coordinator of the Local Government Association (LGA) bemoaned the low number of 
women in local government and challenged the government to quickly address gender imbalances in local 
councils. Speaking at a local governance capacity-building and gender-mainstreaming workshop organised 
by the Women’s Trust in 2012, she indicated that:  
“We are in the process of lobbying political parties not to field a male candidate in a constituency 
that has an aspiring female candidate because we believe women have no economic resources to 
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campaign. We also want our male counterparts to appreciate that political campaigning is a tall 
order to us because of gender and cultural roles.” 
She lambasted the Minister of Local Government, Public Works and National Housing (MLGPWNH) for his 
continued gender insensitivity in appointing male special interest councillors at the expense of females who 
are already outnumbered in top local government leadership positions. She further attributed the minister’s 
appointment of male special interest councillors to men’s ability to campaign for him. The Coordinator 
further said that: 
“When we read about the regulations [of appointing special interest councillors] we understood that 
the minister was empowered to appoint councillors to represent special interests and we sincerely 
believed that our time as women had come to increase the number of women in councils. We were 
all shocked that in all male-dominated councils the minister went on to appoint more men at the 
expense of women. If I may take Harare for example, in a council of 46 wards with 41 male 
councillors and 5 female councillors, the minister went on to appoint 11 special interests male 
councillors.”  
Political parties are important because they have the potential to promote women to political leadership 
positions (Caul, 2001). This means that if a larger number of women are included in party structures, they 
have a better chance of advocating for a greater number of female candidates, because female party elites 
are more likely to support female candidates in party elections by influencing list placement (Carli and 
Eagly, 2001). Consequently, the greater the number of women on the party list, the more likely the increase 
in the percentage of women represented in parliament (Caul, 2001). 
Maitland and Studlar (1996) are of the opinion that parties which deal innovatively with women’s rights have 
a better chance of gaining electoral advantages. These innovations may lead to fielding more female 
candidates and may spread to other parties (Ishiyama, 2003). It is likely that when parties are resistant to 
change, women may form their own parties. Parties of this type (women’s parties) have been established in 
a number of countries, but do not necessarily result in long-term benefits in terms of political power (Moser, 
2003 and Ishiyama, 2003). 
The lack of party support is an obstacle for equal representation of women, as it can limit financial support 
for women candidates, limit access to political networks and perpetuate the prevalence of double standards 
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(Karam, 1998). Women often play important roles in campaigning and mobilising support for their parties. 
However, they are rarely in a position to make decisions within these structures (Karam, 1998). Women 
simply do not benefit from resources that political parties possess for conducting election campaigns and 
Karam (1998) notes that in a number of cases over the past years, parties simply did not provide enough 
financial support for women candidates. In addition, the selection and nomination processes of parties are 
often biased against women, which results in the under-representation of women as politicians (Karam, 
1998). 
Male domination of politics, political parties and the culture of formal political structures is another factor 
that hinders women’s political participation. Often male-dominated political parties have a male perspective 
on issues of national importance that disillusions women, as their perspective is often ignored and not 
reflected in the politics of their parties. Also women are usually not elected at the position of power within 
party structures because of gender biases of male leadership. Meetings of councils or parliamentary 
sessions are held at odd times, conflicting with women’s domestic responsibilities. 
 
One reason for the under-representation of women in local government is political party and voter bias 
towards male candidates. Conservative attitudes, particularly towards women at the senior management 
level, means that women do not fit the image of the “man in charge.” This attitude contributes to the lack of 
confidence that voters have in female candidates (Drage, 2002). One female Member of Parliament (MP) 
mentioned the “masculine model” of political life which she said disadvantages women. She indicated that 
once elected into office, women often experience various barriers that limit their effectiveness. The female 
MP highlighted that: 
“Political life tends to be organised around a male lifestyle in most cases. For example meeting 
schedules and locations, lack of administrative support and infrastructure such as child care 
facilities and transport to and from the meetings are biased against us as women.”  
6.5 Party Constitutions, Manifestos and Election Promises 
To explore whether women’s political participation is a priority for major political parties, it is important to 
look at how political parties treat this issue in their election manifestos. During an election campaign a 
political party’s manifesto sets out that party’s election promises. Some insight into a party’s commitment to 
the protection of women’s rights and gender equality can be gleaned from a party’s manifesto, and a party’s 
real commitment to these issues should be assessed by the extent to which that party lives up to its 
269 
 
promises. It has been observed that all political parties highlight the issue during election periods. 
Zimbabwe has two main political parties: the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) 
and the Movement for Democratic Change-Tsvangirai (MDC-T). It is important to analyse the extent to 
which the political parties have sought to increase women’s representation and participation in decision-
making positions. 
6.5.1 The ZANU-PF Constitution 
Section 158 of the ZANU-PF Constitution states that: 
“There shall be a Secretary for Women’s Affairs whose main functions and responsibilities shall be: 
(1) To promote at all times the enjoyment by Zimbabwean women of fundamental human rights and 
freedoms; 
(2) To undertake nationwide campaigns for political and women’s rights; 
(3) To be the legal advisor to the Women’s League on all legal and constitutional matters and women’s 
rights.” 
The ZANU-PF Constitution further states in Section 164 that; 
“There shall be a Secretary for Gender and Culture whose main function and responsibilities shall be; 
(1) To ensure that the issues of gender balance and equity are addressed and incorporated in all 
economic and social spheres of the Party and society; 
(2) To ensure that Zimbabwean culture is addressed by the Party in all spheres of life and activities; 
(3) To liaise and coordinate with community groups, NGOs and Government agencies responsible for 
gender and culture.” 
6.5.2 The ZANU-PF Manifesto 
During the 2013 harmonised elections the party’s election manifesto stated that: 
 
“The goal of gender equality is profoundly embedded in the Zimbabwean mindset. It is for this 
reason every ZANU-PF policy seeks gender equality as an aspiration of the liberation struggle. 
ZANU-PF has championed the status of women by championing gender equality through laws, 
empowerment programmes and promotion of women in sectors and positions previously held by 
men only. The party will consolidate programmes to economically empower women, build strong 
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families and develop communities where men and women, boys and girls are equal partners and 
beneficiaries in development.” 
ZANU-PF adopted a 30% quota as a strategy for increasing women’s representation in its party structures. 
The party was able to fulfill this quota in the higher-level decision making structures, such as the Central 
Committee and the Politburo. However, in the provincial and district structures the 30% quota is still to be 
achieved. This is interesting because it is in the district and provincial structures that candidates for political 
office are selected and confirmed. With women absent in these structures, lobbying for their representation 
becomes a tall order.  
6.5.3 The MDC-T Constitution 
The MDC-T stated in its constitution that: 
 
“The MDC-T will promote a grassroots process towards gender equity in economic, social, political 
and domestic life, and will ensure that women are not unfairly prejudiced by their childbearing and 
caring role in relation to employment or economic opportunity. The MDC-T will commission a 
gender analysis of key public instruments, including the national budget, and [will] subject the 
findings of this analysis to national debate on how its policies of gender equity can best be 
implemented. The MDC-T will amend labour laws to provide for maternity leave on 100% pay, will 
enhance the involvement of women in technical training and employment, promote equal 
employment opportunities between men and women and promote family norms that treat male and 
female children equally. The MDC-T will promote the constitutional right of equality of opportunity 
and treatment for men and women to be recognised and entrenched, with appropriate measures to 
implement this in law and practice in the domestic, educational, health, economic, employment and 
political spheres where gender discrimination is still found.”  
6.5.4 The MDC-T Manifesto 
The MDC-T in its manifesto acknowledged the marginalisation of women in Zimbabwe and the failure to 
afford them equal rights. It also indicated its commitment to address this injustice. The manifesto stated 
that: 
 
“An MDC-T government will: 
 Guarantee equal rights for women and men and take steps to eliminate existing inequalities in all 
spheres of life. 
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 Guarantee the inclusion of women’s social, economic and political rights in the constitution of 
Zimbabwe. 
 Introduce measures aimed at ending the discriminatory practices against women in all areas of 
society, in particular in the workplace. 
 Guarantee that women enjoy the same ownership and access rights to property, land and other 
resources. 
 Commit to achieving a minimum of 50% of all public sector positions being occupied by women. 
 Ensure that women’s issues are mainstreamed across all development and public policy 
processes. Policies that are not engendered are endangered. 
 Implement laws and policies that will eliminate all forms of violence against women and provide 
redress mechanisms and enhance the dignity of women in all spheres of life. 
 Establish a Gender Commission which is adequately staffed to perform core functions such as 
gender sensitisation, training, counselling and the monitoring and evaluation of gender 
mainstreaming across all policy areas. 
 Ensure that all international conventions on women’s rights are enacted into law soon after 
ratification.” 
 
When one looks at the MDC-T, the issues become interesting. MDC-T is supposed to be the democratic 
and progressive alternative to ZANU-PF. It is the party which will introduce a democratic government based 
not only on the rule of law, but on respect for the human rights of men and women. However, an 
examination of the party’s practices reveals that it has not done much in past elections to promote women’s 
participation as candidates. Despite provisions in the party’s constitution that MDC-T is a democratic party 
and believes in gender equality, there were no specific mechanisms to increase the number of women 
candidates in the 2008 harmonised elections (EISA, 2008).  
The party’s selection criteria guidelines provided for a two-tier candidate selection process. The first related 
to the constituencies in which MDC-T had sitting MPs. The party’s district executive would confirm the 
candidature of all sitting MPs by at least a two-thirds majority. If the district structure did not confirm the MP, 
the process would be open for primary elections. In 2008, MDC-T had seven sitting women MPs and there 
was a lot of campaigning by men to oust them. There was an expectation from women within the party that 
it would promote the automatic retention of sitting women MPs as candidates. However, that did not 
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happen. Fortunately, all of them were retained as candidates. The second issue within the MDC-T was that 
of women’s participation in the structures selecting the candidates. There was a provision in the selection 
guidelines that merely encouraged the main district structure to consider incorporating the youth and 
women’s district structures into their structure for voting purposes. In a lot of constituencies the main 
structure refused to incorporate the two structures, so to a large extent women were excluded from 
participating in candidate selection. It is therefore ironic that the party that is supposed to be the 
progressive in advancing equality, democracy and respect for human rights is found wanting.  
In 2013, the MDC-T sidelined several of its male heavyweights after its national executive Council barred 
them from contesting in parliamentary constituencies reserved for females. Ten out of 11 female legislators 
had been challenged by men at the primary elections. The party’s National Spokesperson said the decision 
was part of the party’s drive to reach 50-50 gender representation. He further pointed out that: 
“The National Council resolved that all those seats which are held by women will be contested by 
women only at the primary level. Male candidates are not allowed to challenge those women 
because we do not want to reduce the number of seats held by women. Those candidates who had 
eyed those seats will be automatically dropped from the race.” (The Herald, 8 April 2013). 
The decision was in line with requests from women’s organisations who were lobbying political parties not 
to field a male candidate in a constituency that has an aspiring female candidate. They argued that women 
had no economic resources to campaign and male politicians appreciated that political campaigning was a 
tall order to women because of gender and cultural roles. 
Table 5.1 Summary of Constitutions and Manifestos of Major Political Parties 
 
Political party Quota Women-specific projects Gender mainstreamed 
in manifestos 
ZANU-PF Committed to 30% 
women in decision-
making 
 
 
 
• Programmes for general education 
of women 
• Promoting and sustaining the role 
of the women's league 
• Fostering the unity and harmony of 
all women’s associations and 
Gender balance and 
equity incorporated in 
all economic and social 
spheres of the party 
and society 
Political 
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organisations in Zimbabwe 
MDC-T Committed to 50% 
women in decision-
making 
 
 
 
• Creation of a just society where 
women's rights are at the core of a 
healthy and productive society 
• Support the role of women in 
agriculture 
• Enhance gender equality in 
education 
• Ensure gender equality in urban 
title holding 
• Establish a gender commission 
• Ratify all international instruments 
that advance the cause of women 
In addition to the 
indicated projects, the 
manifesto has a section 
on Gender and Women 
Empowerment which 
focuses on 
mainstreaming gender 
so that women and 
men enjoy equal rights 
and opportunities in a 
just society. 
MDC None 
 
 
 
None Not provided 
 
 
Table 5.1 outlines commitments by the three main political parties to gender in their party manifestos. 
ZANU-PF has always had a 30% quota for women representation in the party leadership. According to the 
MDC-T Deputy Chairperson of the Women's Assembly, the MDC-T adopted a 50% quota for women’s 
representation in the party leadership at their 2009 Conference (Shaba, 2010). Overall, the sincerity of 
political parties in addressing the issue of numbers is questionable. In the Zimbabwean context where there 
is a first-past-the-post electoral system, the constituency where one is contesting is vital. While the calibre 
of the candidate is important, what carries the day is the political party’s popularity in that constituency. The 
electorate will not vote for a woman on the basis of her sex, but rather are more inclined to vote for her if 
they support her party’s policies and principles. On this basis, it would make sense for a political party that 
seeks to promote women’s representation to field women in constituencies where it has support. Fielding 
women where they are unlikely to win demonstrates the lack of seriousness in political parties. It is really a 
274 
 
situation where political parties want to be seen to be doing the right thing but not entirely committed to the 
outcomes. The role of the women’s structures in the parties becomes crucial in ensuring that women’s 
agenda is prioritised (Shaba, 2010).  
 
A formal right to stand for elections is no guarantee that an individual, in this case a woman, can participate 
effectively. Not only do women need to be prepared for participation in formal electoral politics, they also 
need to be enabled to act independently and be confident in setting and implementing policies. This usually 
requires challenging traditional patriarchal institutions that limit political participation and activism. For 
example, Dietz (1992), Pateman (1989) and Sekhon (2001) note that the assumption of a separation 
between private and public spheres of life in the conventional approaches to democracy tends “to ignore 
the patriarchal structure of domestic life that translates into the unequal position of women and men in 
public life.” 
6.6 The use of Quotas 
Overall all the rural women (100%) and 97% of ward councillors believed in the use of quotas to increase 
the participation of women in decision-making positions. Quotas for women entail that women must 
constitute a certain number or percentage of the members of a body, whether it is a candidate list, a 
parliamentary assembly, a committee, or a government. The quota system places the burden of recruitment 
not on the individual woman, but on those who control the recruitment process. The core idea behind this 
system is to recruit women into political positions and to ensure that women are not isolated in political life 
(Morna, 2003). Previous notions of having reserved seats for only one or for very few women, representing 
a vague and all-embracing category of “woman”, are no longer considered sufficient. The quota system in 
the new Constitution of Zimbabwe is aimed at ensuring that women constitute at least 50% in all decision-
making bodies. Section 17 (1) on gender balance indicates that: 
(i) Both genders are equally represented in all institutions and agencies of government at every 
level; and 
(ii) Women constitute at least half of all the Commissions of the elective and appointed 
governmental institutions established by or under this Constitution or any Act of Parliament. 
 
Most quotas aim at increasing women’s representation, because the problem to be addressed usually is 
the underrepresentation of women. This is particularly relevant since women constitute 52% of the 
population of Zimbabwe. The quota debate is riddled with for and against arguments. Some argue that 
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women’s presence in politics guarantees the protection and promotion of women’s interests, while the other 
standpoint is that if women do not have a feminist consciousness, their descriptive participation through the 
gender quota will not make any difference to either politics or to women’s interests (Morna, 2003). A male 
councillor commented against quotas for women indicating:  
 
“If women want to sustain their argument about quotas, they should stop clamouring for 
preferences based on their sex but rather should learn to compete with men on an equal footing 
and get positions based on merit.” 
 
A former independent MP and women’s rights advocate was against quotas and mentioned: 
“Women should strive for better positions through merit as this would boost their self-esteem and 
confidence.” 
 
Other commentators have castigated the New Constitution of Zimbabwe for preserving seats for women as 
Parliament would be staffed with incompetent legislators.They further argued that Parliament is an august 
House which must not be used by people to make money but should have vibrant lawmakers. A 
parliamentarian must be in Parliament as a competent man or woman chosen by the people. One Social 
Commentator in his article ‘Draft Constitution Gender-Insensitive’ made the following remarks pertaining to 
the reservation of seats for women: 
“Reserving parliamentary seats for women would not be proper for the country as that would breed 
laziness in women since they would not strive to work hard for the benefit of the country. They 
would sit back and relax, knowing that whatever they do would not matter as they would have 
already secured seats in Parliament as a result of the constitution. Any country's constitution must 
not be made to create lazy individuals but it has to protect people from abuse and make them 
industrious through creating better working environments. The constitution must be fair in dealing 
with gender issues as all people are deemed equal despite gender differences. If women are to get 
more seats in Parliament, there has to be a situation where political parties agree that women 
contest each other in constituencies reserved for them. In Tanzania, women who came to 
parliament through dished-out seats are often heckled and told to sit down because they represent 
no constituency and the same can happen here. So the Tanzanian situation should be taken as a 
case study. Zimbabweans should not fall into such a situation where free seats are reserved for 
women, rendering their attendance in Parliament useless as in Tanzania. The constitution should 
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be gender-sensitive to make equal rights applicable to both males and females.” (New 
Zimbabwe.com, 30 August 2012). 
 
Arguments in favour of or against quotas rest on the claim that representation matters because it is an 
avenue through which constituencies of women can pursue policies and legislative demands that advance 
gender equality (Franceschet and Piscopo, 2008). Beaman (2006) points out that women and men have 
different policy preferences, particularly when it comes to support for social sector expenditures. He argues 
that improving women’s representation will improve wellbeing in society as a whole. Other arguments 
centre on women’s apparently more participatory and inclusive style, and the assumption that women are 
less likely to be corrupt and thus will improve the overall quality of governance (World Bank, 2001). The 
importance of the quota system in expanding the political participation of women in the decision-making 
spheres of formal power is a fact. At the same time, the instrument of quotas is in itself inadequate for 
transforming dominant political institutional designs. The quota is only one route open to the entry of 
women, without transforming the political reality of the country (Morna, 2003). Quotas must be implemented 
to have an effect. The literature and policy debate has focused largely on the politics surrounding the 
introduction of quotas while neglecting the implementation process (Krook, 2006). As Dahlerup (1998: 3) 
writes: “In the worst case scenario, quotas may be introduced after a heated debate, but then have no 
effect on increasing women’s representation because there are no mechanisms to ensure their 
implementation.” 
6.7 Leadership Styles of Women 
There was a concurrence between the views of male and female ward councillors regarding women’s 
leadership styles: 76.5% of the ward councillors indicated that women are better team leaders; 79.4% of 
the respondents indicated that female leaders are more accountable than their male counterparts; 74.5% of 
the ward councillors were of the view that women are more accessible. A female Chief Executive Officer 
from Masvingo province supported this view by making the following remarks: 
“Women councillors are more accountable to the people because they give feedback to the 
community. It is easier to approach female than male councillors. Women have brought honesty 
and accountability to local government. Theirs is an open kind of leadership whereby the 
communities are kept abreast of all developments that affect them. They have an inclusive way of 
looking at politics. This is a new phenomenon as men have not shown this quality in the past.” 
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Some of the views expressed by the respondents pertaining to the leadership style of women are 
summarised below: 
 “Female councillors have made it easier for people to access them. Most women now feel that they 
are part of the community. In most cases male leaders see themselves as being above the people 
who elected them. Female councillors are more eager to involve the community in development 
initiatives. Men on the other hand are more likely to do things on their own without consulting the 
community. Sometimes they impose decisions on the community. Women leaders usually give 
feedback to their communities.” (Party district chairperson, Gutu district). 
  “From the previous researches we have carried out, we have found out that women are generally 
good leaders. Female councillors have taken leadership positions as more than a job to them. 
They are eager and passionate to bring about meaningful development in their respective 
communities. Most female leaders are honest, respectful and not corrupt as compared to men. 
Male leaders are more accountable to their political parties than the people who elected them into 
those leadership positions.” (Advocacy Officer, Chivi district). 
 “I have realised that women interact and engage more with their communities. Personally I would 
say they are accessible.” (Village head, Shamva district). 
 “Women are more accountable than men. I believe they can bring meaningful development in their 
areas.” (University student, Bindura district). 
 “Women's softer side is not a disadvantage because it makes them accessible to the people. Their 
very nature is not intimidating and as such people are free to interact with them. When it comes to 
making key decisions, they are very decisive, the soft side is only seen when they deal with 
people’s problems.” (Female councillor, Bindura district). 
 “Women leaders interact a lot with people in the communities which have won them people's 
confidence. They do not look down upon people as has been the case with some men in political 
parties. Female councillors are very accessible. They sit with people and listen to their issues. 
There have not been instances where women leaders have been called to a situation and turned 
people down.” (Gender-focal person, Zaka district). 
 
According to Hassan (2004), leadership is an inherently subject with many definitions associated to it. Most 
of those definitions found in the literature agree that leadership is mainly concerned with a person who tries 
to influence groups or followers to achieve certain objectives. Some studies have also noted that there are 
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notions of leadership that are assumed either implicitly or explicitly linking leadership to gender (Hassan, 
2004). Various studies show that there are differences in the leadership styles of male and female leaders. 
Much of the discussion on those differences centres on what has been called concern for production and 
concern for people (Hersey, 2001). Other ways of expressing this leadership dichotomy is through 
contrasting concern for tasks and concern for relationships according to situations as shown by various 
development levels of the subordinates (Hersey and Blanchard, 1969, 1988; Hersey, 2001) or a focus on 
initiating structure as opposed to the focus of consideration for people (Stogdill and Coons, 1957). 
Tannenbaum and Schmidt’s (1973) situational theory sees that contrast as a continuum of autocratic or 
democratic leadership styles. 
 
Literature on leadership and gender often pivots on whether or not gender gives emphasis on one of the 
above dimensions of leadership at the expense of the other. Some of the research findings indicate that 
female leaders tend to be more relationship-oriented and democratic and male leaders more task-oriented 
and autocratic (Eagly and Johnson, 1990). There is a line of argument in leadership literature contending 
that female leaders tend to be more transformational than male leaders (Rosener, 1990). This argument is 
based on the idea that transformational leadership emphasises the nurturing of subordinates and the 
process of socialisation. The nurturing qualities of women are particularly well developed in comparison 
with men. This leads to the adoption of transformational leadership style by female leaders and, by 
implication, a tendency for male leaders, not privy to this socialisation process, to be more inclined to 
transactional leadership. 
 
The idea that gender determines leadership style is by no means a unanimous view in leadership literature. 
Rosener (1990) for example, in a survey of male and female executives with similar jobs and education and 
of similar age, found that women tend to be more transformational in their leadership style than men. 
Kouzes and Posner (1990), using their version of transformational leadership model, found that female 
leaders were more likely than male leaders to practice “modelling the way” and “encouraging the heart.” A 
cross-cultural study by Gibson (1995) involving Norway, Sweden, Australia and the US, found that male 
leaders were more likely to emphasise goal-setting than female leaders and female leaders more likely to 
focus on facilitating interaction than male leaders. This trend among women leaders was also emphasised 
in the public sector leadership of Malaysia (Salim, 2007; Esa, 2007). 
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Analysis of data showed that leadership understanding and style employed by women leaders is 
participatory or collaborative in nature and this is in line with some of the findings from other studies in 
women-led organisations in other countries. It was also found out that the desire to serve the community, to 
have better quality of life; religious calling and the need to give back are the main motives why most women 
became leaders. Women leadership relates more to a holistic and “bottom-up” approach in developing the 
community. This approach has greater success and impact on community development compared with the 
“top-down” approach commonly utilised by male community leaders (Salim, 2007). 
6.8 Performance of Women and Men in Local Authorities 
Ward councillors interviewed were of the view that women work harder to be recognised (90.2%) and more 
honest (90.2%), that they are better at networking (66.7%) and that they are more likely to admit to their 
mistakes than men (86.1%). Some comments from the research respondents were as follows: 
 “Women in local government do not always wait for the people to come to them. They are good at 
network[ing] with local people, thereby fostering a spirit of togetherness.” (Female respondent, 
Guruve). 
 “Most women have shown that they are able to listen to the people. They take criticism where it is 
due and are bound to acknowledge their mistakes more than men would do. Men tend to be 
defensive and do not accept criticism. When it comes to interacting with the community, women 
network more with the people and other local government leaders. Men would most often keep to 
their homes and wait for people to come looking for them. Women on the other hand go out and 
mingle with the people. They even relate a lot with councillors from other wards.” (Field Officer, 
Women in Local Government Forum). 
 “There is a spirit of uniting and working with other people as equals.” (Field Officer, Gender Links). 
 “Female leaders are more open to correction and criticism.” (Female councillor, Mwenezi). 
 “Women can make an impact at local government level if they head the RDCs as CEOs because 
they are not as corrupt as men, are more honest and know how to budget in a family-friendly way 
than men.” (Council Chairperson, Masvingo council)  
6.8.1 Corruption 
Overall 90.2% of the ward councillors interviewed indicated that women are less corrupt than men and 
79.4% that women are more accountable than men. Addressing party supporters at a rally in Chitungwiza, 
the MDC-T Women’s Assembly Chairperson admitted that low voter turnout was because people were fed 
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up with the corrupt councillors from her party. She urged the party’s supporters to choose women during 
the 2013 harmonised elections, accusing male councillors of being corrupt. She also said that the fact that 
most councillors from her party were either suspended or dismissed for corruption left a dent on the party. 
She further indicated that: 
 
“We have never heard of a corrupt female councillor, but most male councillors have proved they 
are corrupt. Let us vote for women, especially in those areas where male counterparts were 
corrupt.” (The Herald 20 April 2013). 
 
District Administrators and party chairpersons interviewed were of the view that the level of corruption had 
decreased in most councils after the election of more female ward councillors into their councils. Corruption 
can be broadly defined as the misuse of authority and public resources for private gain. The forms in which 
it is manifested in the context of local government are varied. From the research it was found that there are 
two main dimensions of corruption. First, there are clientelist networks involving representatives (and also 
elected representatives at the state and central levels), officials and contractors, who receive commissions/ 
bribes/payoffs while carrying out development work by circumventing procedures, minimising competition in 
procurement and public works contracts, overstatement of cost estimates and reducing the quality of work 
(Swamy, 2001). Social and political networks contribute to organising corruption and the entrenching of its 
practices. Bribes are also paid to influence beneficiary selection. Trust and reciprocity contribute to the 
clientele networks in local councils. Patronage, which is widespread in local councils, has deeply rooted 
elements of corruption. The patronage networks facilitate the organisation of corruption by coordinating 
various parties that possess unequal resources and objectives. 
 
Addressing the third Zimbabwe Local Government Association (Zilga) conference in Manicaland province, 
President Robert Mugabe acknowledged and castigated the high levels of corruption and mismanagement 
in local authorities. He indicated that: 
“I am not alone in expressing alarm at the report of appalling levels of corruption and 
mismanagement of public funds and properties by certain councillors and council officials. As 
public servants, your duty is to protect such public assets as are reposed in your local authorities 
for the improvement of the welfare of these communities.” (The Herald, 11 May 2013). 
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Although women’s participation in public decision-making has been singled out as a crucial factor in the 
reduction of corruption, such an outcome is determined by various factors. Gender cannot be isolated from 
the political and institutional conditions that either constrain or facilitate good governance. The length of 
time that women remain in politics, their level of participation in politics (both in political parties as well as in 
electoral positions) and the power that they wield within political networks, are all significant in any 
consideration of women in reducing corruption (World Bank, 2002). The political inclusion of women as 
elected representatives is not by itself a sufficient condition for reducing corruption. Rather than focusing on 
women as a vehicle for reducing corruption, this paper suggests that a greater role is played by institutional 
and political mechanisms that increase risk in rent-seeking. 
  
There have also been studies that indicate a relationship between the presence of women representatives 
in parliament and levels of corruption (Dollar, 1999; Swamy, 2001). Countries with a higher representation 
of women in decision-making bodies have been found to have less corruption. There are studies providing 
indications that gender is an important determinant in reducing corruption if women are present in 
significant numbers in public sector organisations and institutions of governance. The studies by Swamy 
(2001) concluded that corruption was lower when there were a higher proportion of women in the labour 
force. Policies that increase the role of women in organisations and in public decision-making are 
suggested as being crucial in reducing corruption (Swamy, 2001). Gokcekus and Mukherjee (2002) also 
pointed out that beyond a threshold, the increase in the number of women can prove to be 
counterproductive (that is, it increases corruption), while also reducing the incidence of reporting. 
Kaufmann’s study (1998) reports a correlation between corruption and an index of women’s rights. Based 
on these studies, the World Bank (2002) considered that gender equality in rights and resources 
contributes to improved governance and also reduces corruption. 
 
The underlying assumption of the studies that examine women’s agency in governance is that women are 
‘different’ in their way of functioning and exhibit a greater tendency towards altruism. Furthermore, it is 
presumed that this trait will be manifested in public decision-making if women hold public positions. The 
emphasis, therefore, is on women’s agency, rather than on locating women’s political participation in 
broader institutional and political processes. This reinforces gender as an explanatory variable along with 
democratic political variables such as regular elections, and multi-party competition. Women as a category 
are assumed to have identical meanings across different contexts and social categories (racial, caste, 
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class, religious and ethnic divisions) and gender is used as an unproblematic social category. However, 
gender and women in relation to corruption, like other gender-related issues, needs to be studied in 
particular contexts. The claims that women are less corrupt are part of a political argument in support of 
women’s quotas in political representation and aim to get ‘women’ to be a part of ‘good governance’ 
reforms. Considering gender as the crucial factor leaves out important determinants such as institutional 
measures to control corruption, transparency in governance, and political accountability (Swamy, 2001). 
 
The argument that women in power can be an instrument for gender-sensitive governance has been 
supplemented by the case of instrumentality of women in politics. A number of cross-country studies found 
that a greater representation of women in parliament is associated with lower levels of corruption. This has 
launched women into the global debate on anticorruption and good governance (Swamy, 2001; Dollar, 
Fishman and Gatti, 2001). Swamy (2001) also suggested that women in general have less tolerance for 
and involvement in bribery. However, the question has been whether these studies show that women are 
intrinsically more honest and thus can be a tool to combat corruption?  
 
The literature argues that it is not the case. Rather, the political scientists who have engaged in the debate 
suggest that it is opportunities for corruption that are gendered, not people’s reactions to it. In particular, in 
socially conservative societies, it is difficult for women to become either clients or patrons in the male-
dominated patronage networks through which corrupt exchanges occur (Goetz and Jenkins, 2005). Where 
corrupt acts are condoned by social networks or even required by social convention, women have been 
shown to be no less willing than men to engage in such behaviour, especially if required to do so to create 
a sustainable livelihood (Goetz, 2007; Alhassan-Alolo, 2007; Goetz and Jenkins, 2005; Budlender, 2000). 
Tripp (2001: 35) suggests that where such findings are true, they may be because women as a group have 
‘generally been excluded as benefactors in state-linked clientelistic relations’ so they have less to lose in 
challenging them. These scholars argue that the central question is not whether women or men are less 
corrupt as a group, but how to combat gender-specific accountability failures. 
6.8.2 Women Making a Difference in Local Governance 
Asked whether women make a difference in local government, an overwhelming majority of ward 
councillors (92.2%) indicated that female councillors had made a difference in their communities. One party 
chairperson responded that: 
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“Female councillors cannot be compared to their male counterparts. Our councillor is female but 
she has been voted for three consecutive terms because she can deliver.” 
 
Male councillors concurred with this view showing that women are more than capable of performing 
effectively as local councillors and that voters will continue for vote for councillors who deliver the services 
and bring development in their areas. Once women have gained access to and are able to participate in 
structures of governance, they make a lot of difference to the lives of ordinary women in their wards. One 
argument holds that it is unfair to expect women necessarily to care more about, or work harder for women, 
while the argument runs that in so far as women have different life experiences, it is reasonable to expect 
that they should bring with them a different agenda and style, and that the difference that women make can 
be measured. 
 
6.8.3 Women’s Sensitivity to Local Concerns 
Community members concurred that women are far more sensitive to local concerns and marginalised 
groups than men. Most female councillors said that women and men are different by nature and that 
women are more compassionate than men. One Advocacy Officer from the ZWRCN indicated that: 
 
“Women in local government are more likely to look out for the interests and needs of special 
interest groups such as orphans, the disabled, children and the elderly.” 
 
Female councillors also indicated that they had initiated projects for these groups in their respective wards. 
While men may be good leaders, rural women argued that they are more likely to overlook community 
concerns. Some male councillors concurred with female councillors, adding that women are more 
compassionate than men and they take everybody's concerns seriously, they are also patient and make 
people feel valued. 
 
One District Administrator in Masvingo province argued that since female councillors had been elected, 
they not only had a responsibility to raise and represent women’s issues but should also represent 
everybody’s interests. He further noted that as long as gender disparities persisted, it was natural to expect 
women to be more sensitive to the concerns of other women and for women decision-makers to feel that 
they have a responsibility to deliver on these concerns. These findings resonate with the global findings of 
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women in decision-making. A survey of women's political experience carried out by the Inter-Parliamentary 
Union (IPU) in 1999 including 187 women from 65 countries, showed that 89% of women politicians 
consider that they have a special responsibility to represent the needs and interests of women (IPU, 2000). 
 
Female Councillors are more sensitive to social issues and better able to represent women’s concerns and 
issues which have been neglected for a long time. Interviews in wards where there are female councillors, 
rural women said that things had improved for them. They said they now get to meet with their councillors, 
they have a voice and they are listened to. Some noted that previously their male councilors were not 
interested in women’s issues. Female councillors are more likely to give their communities feedback when 
they attend council meetings and functions. The distinctive style of women leaders is associated with a 
more participatory, democratic, sensitive, and nurturing and caring approach. The female councillors were 
also said to be more transparent than their male counterparts who are said to be corrupt. They believed 
that an increase of women in the RDCs would reduce the high level of political corruption that has beset 
most local authorities. 
 
The fact that ward councillors are elected on political party lines has resulted in their viewing each other 
with suspicion. Some councillors use council meetings to project objectives of their respective political 
parties. This has created a lack of synergy in most council debates as each political party tries to gain 
political mileage by trying to outwit other political parties. This has created disunity and disharmony in 
council meetings. One MDC-T councillor in Masvingo province expressed the view that this lack of synergy 
was being caused by councillors from ZANU-PF. He said: 
“ZANU-PF councillors have tasted power for too long and as such are not able to contend with 
playing second fiddle to the MDC-T councillors who are a majority in most local authorities, 
especially in urban and some RDCs.” 
6.9 Women in Politics in Zimbabwe 
During the 2013 harmonised elections, only 85 out of 270 legislators (210 House of Assembly and 60 seats 
reserved for women through the women’s quota as provided for in the New Constitution of Zimbabwe 2013) 
secured seats, a figure that falls short of the desired target of 50-50 gender representation by 2015 set by 
the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Political parties fielded fewer women as 
candidates in the elections as only 25 women were elected in a contested race for the National Assembly. 
Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) had 18 women while Movement for 
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Democratic Change (MDC) had seven women (The Herald 8 August 2013). The women however, 
managed to secure 39 out of 80 seats (48.75%) in the Senate, falling short of one senator to achieve 50-50 
representation. The lower number of women in the National Assembly can be attributed political parties that 
failed to ensure that a higher number of female candidates registered to contest with the Zimbabwe 
Electoral Commission (ZEC) during the sitting of the Nomination Court on 28 June 2013. 
 
Table 6.1 Number of Women in Politics Since 2000 
 
                                2000                      2008                        2013 
Level of 
decision-
making 
Total Women % 
women 
Total Women % 
women 
Total Women % women 
House of 
Assembly 
150 14 9.3 150 24 16.0 210 25 11.9 
Senate — — — 80 21 26.3 80 36 45 
Women’s 
quota 
— — — — — — 60 60 100 
Combined 
Parliament 
150 14 9.3 216 45 20.8 350 114 32.5 
Cabinet 60 9 15 64 11 17.1 50 7 14 
Local 
Authorities 
2500 320 12.8 2500 355 14.2 1989 280 14.0 
 
Source: Government of Zimbabwe (2013). 
 
Table 6.1 above shows the total number of women who have been elected into decision-making positions 
since 2000. The table indicates that Zimbabwe has not achieved parity in any area of political decision-
making and in fact has not achieved or come close to the initial target of 30% as envisioned in the National 
Gender Policy of Zimbabwe. The table shows some decline since 2008 in cabinet representation (from 
17.1% in 2008 to 14% in 2013) and a slight decrease in local government (from 14.2% in 2008 to 14.07% in 
2013). However, there has been regression in the House of Assembly. The combined result is that 
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women’s representation at the national level has declined from 20.8% in 2008 to 11.9% in 2013 (The 
Herald 8 August 2013). 
 
Table 6.2 Number of Ward Councillors in Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces 
Province RDC Female Male Total Percentage 
Female 
Mashonaland 
Central 
Guruve 2   22   24 8.3% 
 Bindura 3   18   21 14.2% 
 Shamva 4   25   29 16.1% 
 Mazowe 5   30   35 16.6% 
 Mbire 3   14   17 17.6% 
 Rushinga 1   24   25    4% 
 Muzarabani 4   25   29 16% 
 Mt Darwin 4   36 40 10% 
 Total 26 194 220 11.8% 
      
Masvingo Masvingo   3   42    45   7.1% 
 Chivi   4   28    32 12.5% 
 Mwenezi   1   17    18   5.6% 
 Chiredzi   2   38    40      5% 
 Bikita   5   27    32 15.6% 
 Zaka   3   31    34   8.8% 
 Gutu   3   38    41   7.3% 
 Total 21 221  242   8.7% 
 
Source: Zimbabwe Electoral Commission: Results of the 31 July 2013 Harmonised Elections. 
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Mashonaland Central has eight Rural District Councils (RDCs). There are 26 (11.8%) female ward 
councillors. Rushinga Rural District Council has the lowest number of female councillors with one (4%) 
while Mbire Rural District Council has the highest number with three (17.6%). Masvingo province has 21 
(8.7%) female councillors. Bikita RDC has the highest number of female councillors, five (15.6%), while 
Mwenezi RDC has the lowest number with one (5.6 %). 
Table 6.3 Representation of Women in Council Committees 
 
Members of Committee 
 
Chairpersons 
Rural District 
Council 
Women Men Total % women Women Men Total % women 
Bindura 2 20 22 9.1% 1 4 5 20% 
Mbire 3 14 17 17.6% 1 5 6 16.6% 
Mazowe 05 30 35 14.3% 1 5 6 16.7% 
Muzarabani 4 25 29 13.8% 1 4 5 20% 
Shamva 4 25 29 13.8% 1 5 6 16.6% 
Rushinga 1 24 25 4% 0 5 5 0.0% 
Mt Darwin 4 36 40 10% 1 5 6 16.7% 
Guruve 2 22 24 8.3% 0 5 5 0.0% 
Gutu 3 38 41 7.9% 1 5 6 16.7% 
Masvingo 3 45 45 6.7% 2 4 6 33.3% 
Mwenezi 1 17 18 5.6% 1 4 5 20% 
Chivi 4 28 32 12.9% 1 5 6 16.6% 
Bikita 5 29 32 12.5% 2 4 6 33.3% 
Chiredzi 2 38 40 5% 1 5 6 16.6% 
Zaka 2 32 34 5.9% 0 4 4 0.0% 
Source: Information collected from RDCs after the 31 July 2013 harmonised elections. 
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There is also a low representation of women as chairs on council committees. A survey of women’s 
representation on council committees in the 15 RDCs shows that women are still grossly underrepresented. 
Three out 15 of the RDCs surveyed indicated that there are no female councillors as committee 
chairpersons. Only two RDCs have more than 30% females as committee chairpersons. Participation on 
council committees is imperative because it is in these committees where critical council decisions are 
made. Women need to be present in order to influence change and more importantly to have equal 
opportunity to chair these committees.  
 
A survey on the administration arm of RDCs found that there are more female employees than female ward 
councillors. Women are still in the minority in the administration of RDCs. This situation is more pronounced 
at the management level. Of the 15 RDCs where comprehensive information was available, women are 
only equally represented in administrative and part-time posts. They are a minority in top and senior 
management levels. Interviews with CEOs and District Administrators (DAs) highlighted that gender is not 
an issue that is being taken seriously in most RDCs. Some of the council employees interviewed also 
indicated that there is a lot of talk about gender but this does not translate into action. They also mentioned 
that there are cases in councils where senior management abuse young female workers who have no 
recourse because there is no policy dealing with sexual harassment in councils. It is imperative that 
attitudes towards gender start changing at the top management level. But one of the biggest challenges 
cited is getting women into management positions in council. Female interviewees believed that the more 
women there are in the council the more likely it is that gender issues will be addressed. 
 
Statistics on women in management in RDCs indicates that there are only 9% women in the top 
management, 7% are employed as senior management, while 46% are employed as administration staff 
and 49% as part-time staff. One CEO in Masvingo province indicated that councils were cautious about 
employing women, especially into management positions. He said that there had been some effort in this 
regard despite there being no specific policy stipulating this. Some interviewees were of the view that 
training and capacity-building on gender issues for council employees and ward councillors was crucial and 
that this should take place on a regular basis, with ward councillors and District Administrators (DAs) and 
members of the community highlighting the importance of numbers. They indicated that while numbers are 
not the solution they have a role to play when it comes to women being able to participate effectively in 
council affairs. One female ward councillor from Bindura RDC made the following remarks: 
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“We are only three out of 35 ward councillors in our council. We always lose when it comes to 
voting. There is need for more women to be elected as ward councillors.”  
 
Rural women from Bindura RDC indicated that they had not really seen any impact of the female 
councillors but said that:  
“We need to make sure we support more women in the next election so that at least we manage to 
bridge the gap and get to feel the presence of female councillors.” 
 
The above scenario indicates that once women have gained access to local government there are high 
expectations for them to perform effectively. Women councillors in Zimbabwe are still heavily outnumbered 
by their male counterparts and experience difficulties in getting their voices heard. Qualitative responses 
from female councillors indicate that they often feel undermined by their male counterparts who look down 
upon them and believe that women cannot add value and contribute effectively. Some also said that men 
hold women back and that they prevent women from reaching higher positions in council which seem to be 
reserved for men. If women are to influence decisions they need to occupy positions in the structures 
where decisions are made. One of the main indicators of participation is therefore where women are found 
in the decision-making structures of councils as chairpersons, members and chairpersons of council 
committees. 
Figure 6.1 Women in Management in Rural District Councils 
 
Source: Information collected from RDCs during the period of the research from June to October 2012. 
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6.10 Gender Mainstreaming Structures in Zimbabwe 
Zimbabwe has a National Gender Machinery (NGM) that promotes gender equality and women’s 
empowerment which is the Ministry of Women Affairs, Gender and Community Development (MWAGCD). 
The MWAGCD works with many stakeholders such as the United Nations Country Team (UNCT), other line 
ministries, the Women’s Parliamentary Caucus (WPC) and the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee (PPC), 
Gender Focal Persons (GFPs); and Gender Committees. There is also a National Gender Policy (NGP) 
and an implementation strategy/ action plan. The GFPs report on a quarterly basis on progress in their 
ministries or departments. 
 
 In terms of effectiveness, the Ministry plays a coordinating role while civil society complements 
Government efforts. Networks have also been established with Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) such as 
the Women’s Coalition, the Gender Forum and the Women’s Trust. These networks have not been very 
effective in terms of producing reports, influencing changes in legislation (advocacy and lobbying) and 
assisting with capacity building. Monitoring mechanisms are also in place to monitor the advancement of 
women in Zimbabwe but they have not been very effective, given resource constraints and workforce 
turnover. The Ministry also works with various international organisations, especially those belonging to the 
United Nations agencies, which have been some of the Ministry’s main funders. A lot of work has been 
done through these synergies and partnerships. 
6.10.1 Women’s Organisations 
It is the experience of many countries that national machinery alone cannot shift public policy agendas for 
women without the participation of CSOs. Strong women’s organisations are therefore an important part of 
effective national machinery. This implies that the institutions of the national machinery must have 
structures and mechanisms to facilitate close and effective relationships with organisations in civil society. 
Women’s organisations at the local level are crucial in enhancing the effectiveness of alternative strategies 
in engendering local governance. Women tend to be involved more in local government and local 
organisations than at the state level to fulfil their needs and interests. In trying to gain their basic rights in 
terms of daily needs for survival such as water, food and education, women have to “fight political battles” 
with all actors in the patriarchal structure, not only their husbands, but also local elites and local 
government institutions, and other stakeholders at the local level (Carr, 1996: 213). Thus women’s 
empowerment needs to be based on grassroots initiatives that are designed to meet the specific needs and 
interests of local women themselves (Brohman, 1996). 
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Provision of alternative space, personal empowerment and group solidarity are the most significant 
contributions of grassroots organisations to women’s empowerment. In his study on women in Bangladesh, 
Haque (2002:56) reveals that through their engagement in women’s organisations, women experience 
“bodily empowerment” in the way they adopt new lifestyles, reinvent their relationships with others and 
react to their surroundings in a critical way. Women’s engagement in grassroots organisations is crucial in 
transforming the gendered local power relations considering individual women’s influences on their 
communities and their personal strategic actions and choices are on a small scale and rather subtle level. 
Engagement in grassroots organisations provides room for poor rural women to meet together and 
collectively reflect on their lives, and analyse their problems and actions (Narayan, 2002). These processes 
built solidarity among women which was then used by them to challenge discrimination based on gender 
and class.  
 
One political analyst and women’s rights activist castigated women’s groups for abdicating their 
responsibility of championing women’s rights to promoting politicians that enable them to source more 
money from donors. She indicated that: 
 
“I have noticed that the ideologies of some women’s organisations have deviated and they are now 
ignoring women issues.” (The Herald 11 March 2013). 
 
Advocacy and awareness raising activities by women’s organisations include the 2008 Women Can Do It 
Campaign; the 50-50 Campaign and the Media Campaign. Capacity development programmes for women 
parliamentarians and councillors were also carried out by the Women’s Trust (WT) and Women in Politics 
Support Unit (Wipsu), two leading women’s NGOs working on building women’s leadership capacity. 
Women’s organisations are also very important in mobilising women voters and in lobbying for more 
women in political leadership. They can be seen as a recruitment pool for political posts. Female politicians 
coming from the women’s movement tend to be more committed to both ensuring that the political system 
is made accessible to other women, and to promoting women’s issues. They also are more committed to 
maintaining links with women’s organisations and other NGO’s, and to informing and staying informed 
about women’s issues. According to Vrancken (1999), women’s organisations and gender-sensitive NGOs 
are in many ways useful for the integration of women in the political process and for the engendering of 
local government in the following manner: 
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(a) Women’s organisations can mobilise women voters to vote for women candidates; 
(b) They can be considered as a recruitment pool, a springboard, for political posts. Research 
shows that leadership positions in any NGO often lead to representative political posts. They 
lower the entry barriers into politics by providing a training ground and springboard. In Benin it 
appeared easier to find women with the attitude and capacities to participate in decision-
making structures in regions where women were already used to organise themselves 
(Vrancken, 1999). Women can gain experience in organisations like water or school 
committees; 
(c) Women politicians coming from the women’s movement tend to be more committed both to 
ensure that the political system is made accessible to other women and to promote women’s 
issues; 
(d) Women politicians are more committed to maintain links with women’s organisations and other 
NGOs, to inform and be informed about women’s issues; 
(e) Organisations can provide moral support to women politicians and can serve as a think-tank; 
(f) Women’s organisations can lobby for an increase of women in political leadership; 
(g) Women’s organisations can organise and train grassroots women to participate in local 
planning processes; 
(h) Women’s organisations and gender-sensitive NGOs can monitor the advances made 
concerning women’s issues and the political participation of women. They can serve as a 
watchdog. 
6.10.2 Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) 
Civil society organisations provide critical gap filling roles in the electoral process. They in particular have a 
critical role to play in the provision of civic education. ZESN has been conducted community workshops 
and radio and television advertisements in which it encourages people to register as voters (ZESN, 2008). 
ZESN also uses both independent and private media to flight newspaper adverts. However, during the 
2008 harmonised elections, ZESN advertisements deemed to be direct voter education were scrapped 
from the electronic and print media following a letter from ZEC asserting that the law only allowed the 
conducting of voter education by institutions authorised to do so by ZEC. Civic education adverts inserted 
by other CSOs such as National Associations for the Care of the Handicapped [Nascoh] were also taken off 
the air after a few days after ZEC’s intervention. In Manicaland province, GOAL, an international NGO, was 
denied access to the community as it was perceived to be working in cahoots with MDC-T. In Harare 
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Central constituency, Vhitori Entertainment, a theatre group, conducted theatre performances encouraging 
people to register as voters. In Bulawayo, Radio Dialogue held community radio simulations encouraging 
people to go and vote while the Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace (CCJP), ZimRights, the Civic 
Education Network Trust (CIVNET), and Global Arts Trust (GAT) also carried out civic education across the 
country. The Crisis Coalition held a “Rock Da Vote” musical concert urging the youth to register as voters 
while the Women’s Trust held workshops and Women Can Do It media campaigns urging women’s 
participation in the 2008 harmonised elections (EISA, 2008). 
 
In July 2012, the Zimbabwe Women Resource Centre and Network (ZWRCN) launched the Local 
Government Gender Budgeting Training Manual tailored for use and provision of guidelines to technocrats 
and policy-makers in all rural and urban local authorities in Zimbabwe. The manual would enable them to 
apply gender-sensitive approaches in planning and budgeting by ensuring gender justice and equality 
through equitable resource allocation and efficient service delivery. The manual was developed following 
extensive capacity building of local government authorities on the value of gender responsive budgets that 
take into consideration the various needs and unique circumstances of men and women in accessing public 
resources, goods and services (ZWRCN, 2012). 
6.10.3 Private Sector  
The role of the private sector in local governance is diverse. On the one hand, the private sector acts as an 
investor and financier to development. This is part of its normal role and is based upon market and profit 
considerations. On the other hand some enterprises within the private sector consider that they have a 
corporate community responsibility which involves them in donating time, funds and other resources to the 
community and to rural development. The research noted that there is limited involvement of the private 
sector in promoting the participation and representation of women in decision-making positions. This is 
probably because the private sector does not view gender issues as an important dimension of profit 
making. The Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) (2008) noted that gender discrimination in the 
workplace was quite common and in instances where companies needed to downsize, women were 
targeted first for retrenchment. Female employees were also subjected to sexual abuse in exchange for 
promotion favours or being spared retrenchment (EISA, 2008). 
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6.11 Development of a National Gender Management System (NGMS) 
A National Gender Management System (NGMS) is the network of structures, mechanisms and processes 
put in place within an existing organisational framework, to guide, plan, and monitor and evaluate the 
mainstreaming of gender into all areas of the organisation’s work, in order to achieve greater gender 
equality and equity within the context of sustainable development (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1999). The 
purpose of NGMS is to make governments more gender-aware; increase the numbers of women in 
decision-making positions within and outside government; facilitate the formulation of gender-sensitive 
policies, plans and programmes; and promote the advancement of gender equality and equity in society 
(Frankinson, 2000). An NGMS may be established at any level of government, or in institutions such as 
universities, inter-governmental or non-governmental organisations, private sector organisations or trade 
unions. The mission of an NGMS is to advance gender equality through promoting political will; forging a 
partnership of stakeholders including government, private sector and civil society, building capacity and 
sharing good practice (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1999). The goal of a NGMS is to mainstream gender 
into all government policies, programmes and activities in keeping with the constitutional imperative of 
gender equality. 
 
The NGMS developed in this Chapter can be used as a coordinating mechanism for managing and 
implementing the National Gender Policy of 2004. It can be coordinated by the Government of Zimbabwe 
through the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Gender and Community Development (MWAGCD). The model is 
based on the analysis of the overall gender machinery context of Zimbabwe that includes the Government 
of Zimbabwe, donor agencies, civil society organisations, the private sector and the United Nations 
Agencies.  The NGMS in this chapter was developed using relevant literature reviews and modifying the 
GMS of the Commonwealth Secretariat (1998). A study of international best practices and case studies 
from other African countries such as South Africa, Nigeria, Tanzania and Kenya was also used. 
 
In order effectively to promote gender equity, equality and justice in local Councils, it is necessary to have 
effective GMS through a network of structures to guide the planning and to monitor and evaluate the 
process to ensure sustainable development.  It is desirable that the GMS are established within the existing 
organisational framework of local authorities. These should be connected to the national structures to 
ensure that local level activities are systematically accounted for at the national level. The NGMS 
recognises the strategic importance of building partnerships with social actors at all levels. Key 
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stakeholders should be allowed to articulate their perceptions, needs and priorities. Gender balance should 
be sought, taking into consideration that women and men may have unequal access to and control over 
appropriate resources to participate in decision-making structures. An NGMS has a number of benefits in 
Zimbabwe which include the following: 
(a) Development policies and programmes that work because they take into account the realities of 
more than half of the country’s population; 
(b) A fair and equitable distribution of power, resources and decision-making between women and 
men; 
(c) Government ministries and local authorities that are able to respond to the needs of both women 
and men within their respective sectors; 
(d) Employees who are trained and experienced in addressing issues from a gender perspective; an 
efficient and effective mechanism for meeting reporting requirements under international, 
continental and regional agreements such as Cedaw, BPFA, MDGs and the SADC Protocol on 
Gender and Development. 
 
6.12 Characteristics of an Effective National Gender Management System 
A key feature of an NGMS is its ability to establish a comprehensive network of structures, mechanisms 
and processes for bringing a gender perspective to bear in all government policies, programmes and 
projects. In order to achieve the desired policy targets, social re-orientation and institutional arrangements 
shall not be in a linear fashion but rather curvilinear and holistic. Co-ordination and gender mainstreaming 
takes place within the NGMS. The NGMS shall be comprised of four pillars aimed at providing an enabling 
environment for the intended restructuring of gender role relations in the society, building structures for 
actualising targets, providing the required technical skills, institutions and processes for coordinating 
strategic action for change. According to the Commonwealth Secretariat (1999), the four pillars are: 
(a) Enabling political environment; 
 (b) GMS Structures;  
(c) GMS Mechanisms and  
(d) GMS Processes 
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Figure 6.2 Development of a National Gender Management System 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Adapted from the Commonwealth Gender Management System Handbook (1999). 
6.12.1 Enabling Political Environment 
The Enabling political environment refers to the overall policy framework within which gender equality and 
women’s empowerment can be achieved. In Zimbabwe, the overall policy framework includes the 
Constitution, National Gender Policy and the National Gender Policy Implementation Strategy. It also 
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includes other policy pronouncements by the Government of Zimbabwe on gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. Enabling political environment also refers to commitments made by government 
in recognition of the unequal opportunities for women, gender relations that discriminate against women 
and the attendant consequences on women which include: increased poverty, sexual and gender based 
violence, lack of equality in representation and participation in decision-making structures, and lack of 
education and resources, among other issues. The government should be able to recognise these 
challenges, develop national plans that recognise inequality and prioritise the allocation of resources to 
bridge the gender gaps.  
 
The enabling political environment builds from international, continental and regional commitments to which 
the Government of Zimbabwe is a signatory. These commitments place an obligation on the Government of 
Zimbabwe to prioritise gender equality and allocate resources to ensure that women’s status in all sectors 
is improved. These international, continental and regional commitments include the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (Cedaw), the Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA), 
the AU Solemn Declaration on Gender Equality, the Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights on the Rights of Women in Africa, International Union of Local Authorities (IULA) Worldwide 
Declaration on Women in Local Government and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the 
SADC Protocol on Gender and Development. 
 
Creating a gender-responsive and equitable society requires support from the highest level of governance 
at all tiers – particularly the Presidium, Cabinet, Parliament and the Judiciary must embrace and 
demonstrate gender-equality principles and practice for any meaningful change to occur in the country. 
Political commitment at the highest levels is an essential element of a strong enabling environment for 
gender mainstreaming and the setting up of an NGMS. Political commitment is manifested in a number of 
ways. The establishment and operation of an NGMS requires an enabling environment. When the enabling 
environment is weak, a major task of the NGMS is to strengthen it. There are a number of interrelated 
factors that determine the degree to which the environment in which the NGMS is being set up does or 
does not enable effective gender mainstreaming. These include:  
(a) Political will and commitment to gender equality and equity at the highest levels; 
(b) Commitment to such international, continental and regional obligations such as Cedaw, the BPFA 
and the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development; 
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(c) A constitutional and legislative framework conducive to advancing gender equality; 
(d) The presence of a critical mass of women in decision-making positions in the political, public and 
private sectors; 
(e) A well-developed and autonomous civil society and the role it can play in advancing gender 
equality;  
(f) Adequate human and financial resources, including donor aid and technical assistance; 
(g) Adequate resourcing of the National Women’s Machinery (NWM) and of programmes to promote 
gender equality; and 
(h) The placement of the NWM in a central location with a high level of political status and influence on 
policy and decision-making (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1999).  
 
6.12.2 Gender Management Structures 
Institutional mechanisms are critical for ensuring that gender mainstreaming takes place. Care must be 
taken to ensure that these structures are not marginalised, and that they are not regarded as just pertaining 
to human resource or internal institutional issues, but extend to the policymaking, planning and 
implementation arms of the institution.  
6.12.1.1 Functions of Gender Focal Persons 
The functions of Gender Focal Persons (GFPs) among other issues include ensuring that: 
(a) Each Ministry, department and local authority implements the National Gender Policy; 
(b) Gender issues are routinely considered in strategic planning exercises; 
(c) Ministries, departments and local authorities reflect gender considerations in their plans and report 
routinely on them; 
(d) They review their policies and plans in line with the National Gender Policy and Implementation 
Strategy; 
(e) Policies, projects and programmes are reviewed for their gender implications; 
(f) Mechanisms link and to liaise with civil society and private sector; 
(g) There is co-ordination of gender training and education of all employees so as to ensure that 
gender is integrated into all aspects of the work; 
(h) There is monitoring and evaluation of projects and programmes to assess whether they are 
consistent with the National Gender Policy. 
299 
 
6.12.1.2 Lead Agency 
The Nairobi Forward Looking Strategy (1985) lays stress on: 
“Appropriate government machinery for monitoring and improving the status of women should be 
established where it is lacking. To be effective, this machinery should be established at the highest 
level of government and should be ensured by adequate resources, commitment and authority to 
advice on the impact on women of all government policies. Such machinery can play a vital role in 
enhancing the status of women, inter alia, through the dissemination of information to women on 
their rights and entitlements, through collaborative action with various ministries and other 
government agencies, and with non-governmental organisations and indigenous women’s groups.” 
 
Success in setting up and implementing a NGMS is contingent upon having an influential Lead Agency 
which can initiate dialogue with the key stakeholders on the need for a gender mainstreaming strategy to 
accelerate the achievement of gender equality. In Zimbabwe, gender issues fall within the purview of the 
Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Gender and Community Development (MWAGACD). The MWAGCD should 
initiate and strengthen the institutional arrangements of the NGMS and is should be responsible for the 
overall co-ordination and monitoring of the NGMS. It advocates for change and works to impact on policy 
decision. It plays a strategic and catalytic role, introducing critical gender concerns into the policies, plans 
and programmes and ensuring that key targets and indicators on the status of women are agreed on and 
met. 
 
The role of the MWAGCD should be to empower women’s organisations through capacity-building, 
education and training, as well as through the provision of information and resources. This can be achieved 
through: 
(a) All government structures providing information on their functions and on the policies, programmes 
and laws in their departments which affect women; 
(b) All government structures endeavouring to carry out awareness-raising on the issues of gender 
and to provide education or training, where appropriate. For example, the health department 
should educate the public about women’s health; 
(c) Research, technical assistance, monitoring, advocacy and awareness-raising by organisations in 
civil society playing an important role in the effective development and implementation of the 
National Gender Policy. 
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National commitments to the achievement of gender equality commitments are made at the central 
government level through national plans for the advancement of women. However, implementation of these 
requires that necessary mechanisms and policies are established at the local level. In Zimbabwe, the 
National Gender Policy includes an implementation strategy which assigns Gender Units and Gender Focal 
Points in all sectors at central, provincial and district levels. Similarly, policies that establish quotas for 
women’s participation in policymaking can ensure that local government provides a space that ensures 
women’s active and effective presence in leadership roles within them (IDRC, 2008).  
6.12.3 Gender Management Mechanisms for Advancing Gender Equality 
According to the Commonwealth Secretariat (1999), there are four principal mechanisms for effecting 
change within an organisation using a NGMS: 
(a) Gender analysis: This involves the collection and analysis of sex-disaggregated data which reveals 
the differential impact of development activities on women and men, and the effect gender roles 
and responsibilities have on development efforts. It also involves qualitative analyses that help to 
clarify how and why these differential, roles responsibilities and impacts have come about. 
 
Gender analysis is the basis for gender-equitable local development. Local governments should ensure 
that planning and budgeting decisions are based on an understanding of gender inequalities and women’s 
needs. Such analysis can be carried out in collaboration with Gender Focal Points and institutional support 
mechanisms. Gender analysis is a diagnostic tool for planners to overcome inefficient resource allocations 
(Overholt, 1985; Feldstein and Poats, 1989). Establishing participatory processes for dialogue with 
women’s groups at local level are also helpful to identify needs and priorities. For example, the South 
African Local Government Association (SALGA) has developed a checklist that highlights some of the key 
issues and questions municipalities should consider to promote women’s participation in municipal 
decision-making processes. The checklist can be used to inform municipalities’ planning and budgeting 
decisions (Byrne and Laier, 1996). 
 
(b) Gender training: Key stakeholders in a NGMS will require training in such areas as basic gender-
awareness and sensitisation, gender analysis, gender planning, the use of gender-sensitive 
indicators, and monitoring and evaluation. Since the NGMS aims at the gradual transformation of 
organisations and a realignment of the belief systems, power structures, policy and planning 
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processes within them, training may also be required in conflict prevention and resolution, and the 
management of change. 
 
Training is central to the implementation of the National Gender Programme. There are two distinct foci to 
the training. The first is aimed at the development of specific gender skills, such as gender based analysis. 
These skills are aimed at ensuring that the civil servants directly involved in implementing the programme 
have the skills with which to advance the programme. The second most important training is the gender 
sensitisation of senior management to ensure that they integrate gender considerations into everything they 
do, including the integration of gender into their reports. 
 
(c) Management Information System (MIS): This is the mechanism for gathering the data necessary 
for gender analysis, and sharing and communicating the findings of that analysis, using sex-
disaggregated data and gender-sensitive indicators. The MIS is much more than just a library or 
resource centre; it is the central repository of gender information and the means by which such 
information is generated by and disseminated to the key stakeholders in the NGMS. Its function is 
to gather, synthesise and disseminate information on the goals, activities and achievements of the 
NGMS and on other structures and formations relating to gender mainstreaming and the 
advancement of gender equality. 
 
(d) Performance Appraisal System (PAS): Based on the results of gender analysis, the NGMS should 
establish targets in specific areas. The achievement of these targets should be evaluated both at 
the individual and departmental level, through a gender-aware PAS. This should not be separate 
from whatever system is already in place for appraising the performance of employees. The 
present system should be reviewed and overhauled to ensure that it is gender-sensitive. The PAS 
should also take into account the level of gender-sensitivity and skills such as those acquired 
through gender training or field experience of individuals. 
 
The challenge for implementing the PAS has been the lack of matching the development of plans with 
implementation. Most plans have focused on process implementation rather than results-based 
implementation. The PAS is expected to bridge this gap for the implementation of the National Gender 
Policy. The PAS will be located within the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, Gender and Community 
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Development and specifically designed to monitor the overall performance of government in the 
implementation of the National Gender Policy (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1999). 
 
Structures and mechanisms such as decentralisation procedures are required at the local level to ensure 
consultation with women’s organisations and that the needs and interests of women are taken into account 
in policy decisions and the allocation of resources. In order to ensure local level implementation of gender 
policies and to increase accountability of service provisions to women, gender units or women’s 
committees within local government are required. Along with these strategies, local level bodies which 
invite participation from civil society organisations should ensure that they include representation from 
women’s organisations and ensure that participating institutions take measures to increase female 
representation and voice their opinions (Byrne and Laier, 1996). 
 
The local authorities, CSOs and the Zimbabwe Local Government Authority (Zilga) should implement 
support mechanisms for women who are often entering politics for the first time. Mentoring of new 
councillors would for example make their learning process easier and would benefit the council in general 
by new councillors becoming more effective in a shorter period of time. More effective orientation and 
training for new councillors would also go a long way in assisting councillors grappling with understanding 
the institutional operations (Morna and Tolmay, 2010). 
6.13.3.1 Monitoring and Evaluation 
The only way to measure the gendered impact of policies, laws and service delivery is by having gender 
indicators as part of the monitoring and evaluation system. These, in turn can only be meaningful if the 
organisation keeps regular, accurate and updated gender-disaggregated statistics. These statistics must go 
beyond how many men and women are in decision-making positions (Elson, 1991). 
6.13.3.2 Gender Responsive Budgeting 
Another useful measure in gender mainstreaming is resource allocation. The easiest gender-related 
statistic to pick out in any budget is resources specifically targeted at projects for women. However, such 
resources usually constitute only a tiny portion of the overall budget (often not more than 5%). Far more 
revealing is the extent to which women benefit equally from the resources allocated to mainstream projects 
and the extent to which these projects help to redress gender imbalances, for example through promoting 
access by women to non-traditional areas of work. Gender budgeting therefore refers not only to 
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expenditures earmarked for women, but also to an analysis of the entire budget from a gender perspective 
(Elson, 1991). 
 
Gender-Responsive Budgeting (GRB) initiatives are intended to afford a mechanism by which 
governments, in collaboration with lawmakers, CSOs, donor and other development agencies, can 
integrate a gender analysis into fiscal policies and budgets. A GRB is not a separate budget for women but 
an attempt to disaggregate expenditure and revenue according to their different impacts on women and 
men. The idea of gender-responsive budgets developed out of a growing understanding that 
macroeconomic policy can contribute to narrowing or widening gender gaps in areas such as incomes, 
heath, education and nutrition and make the living standards of different groups of women and men better 
or worse (Elson, 1991). 
 
In her contribution, Elson (1991) argues that national budgets generally underestimate women’s 
contribution to the macro-economy, discount the unpaid economy in which women perform most of the 
work of caring for and maintaining the labour force and the social framework, and disregard the effect that 
gender relations and the gender distribution of resources have on total production, savings, and 
investment. Elson (1991) points to the economic costs associated with gender inequality and the growing 
awareness that such inequality is costly not only to women but to society as a whole. 
 
Civil society participation in GRB initiatives is facilitated by a broad common purpose of actors inside and 
outside government. From within civil society, it is usually NGOs who take the lead. According to Budlender 
(2000), these NGOs are often made up of women who are contemporaries of those in government, which 
facilitates greater collaboration. Men have also played a significant role and featured as the target group for 
lobbying and training in government initiatives because of the dominant role they play in budgetary 
decision-making. 
 
The implementation of gender equality is first and foremost the responsibility of all the institutions of 
government. To achieve gender equality, government must embark on a rigorous gender mainstreaming 
strategy. Much of the responsibility for planning and implementing effective and innovative strategies for the 
promotion of women's empowerment and gender equality will rest equally with key structures of the Ministry 
of Women’s Affairs, Gender and Community Development (MWAGCD), other ministries and government 
departments at the national, provincial and local levels. 
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The effectiveness of local government in undertaking gender-responsive planning and budgeting and 
achieving gender-equitable local development depends on a range of stakeholders that contribute in 
different ways. Central government’s role in regulating and overseeing local government needs to ensure 
that they have the necessary powers, human resources and budgets to deliver on their responsibilities. A 
key factor in the process is the MWAGCD and related mechanisms at local and central levels. These can 
provide technical support and facilitate dialogue between local government and gender-equality advocates 
and women’s organisations, and also assist local government in identifying priority areas. Donor and UN 
agencies can ensure that local governments are enabled to carry out these functions through ensuring 
gender-responsive financing and technical assistance. Throughout the planning and budgeting processes, 
an environment of partnership, dialogue and joint accountability needs to be nurtured. The engagement of 
civil society, including women’s organisations and local representatives, as partners in this process is 
critical to the success of these efforts (Budlender, 2000). Addressing gender inequalities in development 
processes and budgets is increasingly gaining legitimacy as a developmental issue worldwide. 
Increasingly, it is being documented and recognised that inclusive and gender-sensitive budgeting results 
in the attainment of key development milestones. Non-participatory planning and budgeting at local levels 
only restricts poor men and women’s ability to participate and benefit from key developmental processes 
and what budgets hold for them so that they can demand enhanced accountability from duty bearers. In 
Zimbabwe, women lag behind men because historically they have not enjoyed the same rights and equal 
access to key resources and opportunities such as education, land, credit and decision-making (ZWRCN, 
2012). 
6.13.4 GMS Processes 
The process normally begins with a feasibility study and stakeholder analysis. This should include a review 
of the status of women nationally, any GMS-related mechanisms already in place, and recommendations 
on what structures, process and mechanisms need to be put in place and, where appropriate, on the 
appointment of a technical expert to work with the government in setting up the GMS. The feasibility report 
is presented to the MWAGCD which tables it in the Cabinet. Once it is approved, the MWAGCD 
coordinates the process, which includes the following steps: 
 
(a) Reviewing the national Gender Action Plan or developing such a plan if none exists; 
(b) Reviewing the National Gender Policy to determine its gender-awareness; 
(c) Setting up the GMS structures; 
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(d) Strengthening the National Women's Machinery; 
(e) Developing a gender training programme; 
(f) Building gender analysis and planning expertise in the various government sectors; 
(g) Establishing or strengthening linkages between the NWM and other stakeholders; 
(h) Establishing monitoring and evaluation and reporting mechanisms; 
(i) Developing a programme of public awareness through the media; and 
(j) Networking with donors and other agencies to seek resources for the GMS and gender 
mainstreaming (Commonwealth Secretariat, 1999). 
6.14 Conclusion 
Women have been excluded in decision-making and electoral politics for a long time. As a result, most 
women lack knowledge on political and electoral processes as well as resources to run effective 
campaigns. The biggest barriers to women gaining access to political decision-making at the local level in 
Zimbabwe are political violence, social and cultural factors, lack of resources and education, and an 
electoral system that does not favour the inclusion of minority groups. When women get elected as 
councillors, they are often faced with other obstacles such as lack of technical skills, resources and 
information to do their jobs effectively. One strategic response to these two related barriers to women’s 
political participation is to provide training for women to get into public office and to develop necessary skills 
for policymaking, including access to research and analysis. Another strategic response is to provide voter 
and citizenship education for women and men. Zimbabwe still has a low level of women in the sphere of 
local government and has shown very marginal increases in women's representation over the past decade. 
Political party commitment to gender equality is crucial. Commitments on paper in manifestoes, election 
promises and constitutions need to be adhered to and implemented. Campaigns such as 'Women Can Do 
It' by women’s organisations are essential for raising awareness and providing information to aspiring 
women candidates. However, such campaigns should not only be held during election time. 
 
Resistance to gender equality in the past has largely derived from weak understanding of the implications 
of gender mainstreaming for all social groups coupled with the failure on the part of gender actors and 
stakeholders to communicate effectively the centrality of gender equality in achieving sustainable national 
development. A systematic effort to improve knowledge levels and change attitudes of all citizens on 
gender equality concerns through all communication mediums should be instituted. Male involvement is 
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critical to achieving gender parity and responsive programming across sectors and should be adopted as a 
key approach. 
 
Women have to be economically empowered to run successful political campaigns. There is need for 
further interventions in terms of gender awareness and sensitisation complemented by women’s 
empowerment to enable women and men to demystify the stereotypes around women’s participation in 
decision-making. While impact and social change are always difficult to quantify, this chapter also highlights 
strong perceptions that women bring different perspectives to local government; they are sensitive to local 
concerns and they feel a duty to represent women’s issues and speak out for them. Women are more 
accessible and see the importance of working in consultation with communities. All the female respondents 
indicated the impact that the participation of women in local government has had on their communities. An 
NGMS has also been developed that can be used by the central government in ensuring gender equality in 
all the spheres of government. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
7.0 SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND AREAS FOR 
FURTHER RESEARCH 
7.1 Introduction 
This chapter provides a summary of the research. The most pertinent research findings are highlighted and 
the research questions posed in Chapter 1 are addressed. The chapter further indicates how the objectives 
of the study were met. In order to address the objectives, recommendations are made to the central 
government, local government and civil society organisations to increase access, representation and 
participation of women in local governance. The recommendations are based on contemporary literature 
and empirical findings in the current study. Finally areas for further research are suggested. 
 
7.2 Summary 
Chapter 1 served to introduce and demarcate the study. This chapter provided the background of the study; 
problem statement; purpose and objectives of the study; the research questions to be answered; the 
methodology employed; importance and contribution of the study and the scope and demarcation of the 
study. A summary on the importance of women in local governance was also given. 
 
Chapter 2 covered the local government system in Zimbabwe. It traced the history of local government from 
pre-colonial to the post-colonial period. It also critically looked at the structure of local government in 
Zimbabwe; duties and functions of local government, the role of different organisations and institutions. It 
also traced the history of the women’s movement in Zimbabwe. 
Chapter 3 provided a literature review of existing literature on representation, access and participation of 
women in local governance. Specific attention was given to the theories of representation and participation. 
Pitkin’s (1967) conception of representation was discussed. The chapter covered the various international, 
regional and domestic legislations that address gender inequality. A conceptual framework of the research 
was also presented. 
The research design and methodology employed to address the research questions and objectives of the 
study was provided in Chapter 4. Attention was given to the sampling technique employed and population 
selected for inclusion. Challenges experienced in the selection of a representative sample were described. 
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A detailed description was given of factors taken into account in the development of the measuring 
instrument. The data collection method was described and it was concluded that the selected method was 
an objective and appropriate means of obtaining valid information on women in local governance. The 
reliability and validity of the measuring instruments and techniques drawn to analyse the data were 
discussed. 
 
In Chapter 5, the empirical results of the study were provided. An overview of the profiles of respondents 
who participated in the survey was presented. The chapter was divided into two sections. The first section 
covered the responses from rural women while the second section looked at the responses from ward 
councillors. The five-point Likert scale was used as the measuring instrument. 
 
Chapter 6 presented the key findings of the research. The major challenges faced by rural women in 
participating in local governance were identified. Statistics on the number of women in decision-making 
bodies in Zimbabwe was also provided. The role of political parties, leadership styles of women and the 
differences that female ward councillors have made is given. Major gender mainstreaming structures in 
Zimbabwe were highlighted. The importance of quotas as indicated by the various respondents was 
highlighted. A National Gender Management System to be used by the central and local government was 
designed. 
Chapter 7 provided the summary, major recommendations and conclusions of the study. Implications of the 
study and areas for further research are provided. 
7.3 Conclusions 
The findings of the research addressed research questions which were posed in Chapter 1. The first 
question was concerned with what are the challenges being faced by rural women in participating in local 
governance in Zimbabwe? The research findings indicated that rural women in Zimbabwe face two 
problems in particular: under-representation and low participation compared to women in urban councils 
and men in formal political and economic institutions and formal and informal rural institutions. The factors 
commonly identified as barriers to women’s participation include political violence, gender stereotypes and 
outright discrimination, personal obstacles such as lack of confidence, culturally prescribed domestic roles, 
lack of education, lack of financial and socio-economic capital, winner-take-all electoral systems, and 
political institutions that are not conducive to balancing family and public life.  
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While each of the above contexts is different, a number of reasons explain these trends. The findings 
indicated that institutional mechanisms and processes can alienate rural women who are unfamiliar with 
processes and approaches, or who are challenged by both linguistic and institutional literacy. The research 
argued that it is not enough that relevant legislation is passed, provisions of international conferences 
ratified, quotas instituted, or policies adopted. These kinds of commitments must be translated into action 
through implementation of specific strategies directed at increasing women’s access to power and their 
number in decision-making positions. While laws are a necessary vehicle through which women’s rights 
can be achieved, they are not necessarily an end in themselves. Implementation of gender equality laws 
and policies has been hampered by inadequate funding which paralyse government ministries and 
halfhearted commitments by policy-implementing patriarchs. This research concludes that in order to 
become a gender-sensitive institution, local government must undergo an internal transformation and 
remove obstacles to access and the effective participation of women in local government structures.  
 
Representation is an important indicator of the social and political status of women. Generally, women tend 
to be under-represented in positions closely identified with power and predominate in administrative and 
service occupations as indicated by the findings. Adequate representation of women in local governance is 
crucial to ensure that local governments are more representative of the communities they serve. Further, it 
is a vital step toward greater gender equity within society as a whole. The women’s movement in Zimbabwe 
has, however, initiated action-oriented interventions which have resulted in positive responses by the 
government and the empowerment of women in terms of rights awareness, economic and social status and 
access to basic services such as health and education. The election results of the 2013 harmonised 
elections indicated that a lot still needs to be done to increase the representation of women in decision-
making bodies. 
The second question posed was: How rural women are currently organised the local level and how 
effective are they in influencing decision-making at the local level? The research findings indicated that 
rural women and female councillors who participated in the research were highly motivated, caring citizens, 
who were involved in family and community life in many ways. They were concerned about many aspects 
of their communities and had a great deal to say on a variety of topics including participation in local 
activities, challenges they faced in participating and issues they want addressed such as health care, 
education and income-generating projects. Yet, for some rural women, participation in local decision-
making processes was difficult to impossible. This presents a clear indication for the need to develop 
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avenues for enhancing women’s access and ability to participate. The perspectives of rural women, female 
ward councillors, district party chairpersons and women’s organisations representatives have added a rich 
dimension to the understanding of political representation and participation at the local level in different 
wards. These respondents demonstrated that rural women do not have to become ‘political men’ to survive 
in local government. They have proved that they can be women and they can use their agency to effect 
change and make the local government system a better environment for other women. The findings of the 
study show that for the descriptive representation of women to translate itself into substantive 
representation depends on the ways and means through which they are brought to decision-making bodies.  
 
The third question pertained to the role of the central government, private sector, political parties and civil 
society in enabling full representation and participation. The challenge facing all advocates of gender 
equality in politics today is the wide gap between shared values reflected in the national, regional and 
international policies and practices. This study argued that before identifying the key strategies for the 
promotion of women’s political participation and the vital elements in the enabling environment for women’s 
political empowerment, there is need to strive for a deeper understanding of the structural imperatives of a 
society in which women’s political participation is instituted. Women’s historic exclusion from political 
structures and processes is the result of multiple structural, functional and personal factors that vary in 
different social contexts across countries (Women’s Trust, 2007). From the research findings it was shown 
that there are no appropriate strategies and programmes to develop the capacity and create an appropriate 
environment for the participation of rural women. 
 
The last question to be answered by the research was whether the implementation of the decentralisation 
policy in Zimbabwe has promoted the participation of women in local governance. Though advocates of 
decentralisation justify it on grounds of increased participation, efficiency and equity, quite often most 
efforts end up without increasing powers to local communities and rural women (Agrawal and Ribot, 1999). 
For some respondents, decentralisation was regarded as a condition which is necessary but not enough for 
the promotion of participation of rural women. For others, some degree of rural women’s participation is a 
precondition for effective decentralisation. The findings of this research indicated that even if 
decentralisation has led to increased participation of rural communities, it has not resulted in the increased 
participation of rural women in local governance. Decentralisation has also not led to the local governance 
system in Zimbabwe being pro-women, inclusive and democratic. The overall support for the policy on 
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devolution, as indicated in Chapter 2, may improve the power relations among different actors in favour of 
rural women participating actively in local governance. 
 
The contribution of this research is that there is need for a reconceptualisation or redefinition of local 
governance concepts, structures and processes. This would be crucial in engendering local governance 
since gender relations and gendered interests are embedded in them. The research argued that by 
reconceptualising or redefining these concepts stakeholders in local government may understand the 
causes of political, institutional and socio-cultural resistance to ensuring gender equality in local 
governance and women’s empowerment. A gendered perspective of local governance will reveal 
differences among various stakeholders in using structures and institutions, and what resources, options 
and strategies are available to rural women in both formal and informal spheres. This could enable the 
identification of what mechanisms and kinds of spaces of local governance which are available for rural 
women to act individually and collectively in exercising their rights as citizens. 
Local governance is the closest and most accessible level of government to people. It provides services 
utilised by individual households such as waste disposal, public transport, water, schools, health clinics and 
other social services (Jayal, 2005). The decisions of local governments therefore have a direct impact on 
the private lives of women because they are traditionally responsible for providing for and caring for the 
family and home.  Women contribute to the development and appropriate management of these services in 
a unique way. They should therefore be part of the local democratic system and have full access to the 
decision-making structures (Goetz, 2003). For the local government system to be fully democratic, the 
interests of women should be represented.  
 
The existence of persistent discrimination against women and inequality between women and men requires 
that gender equality strategies be complemented with targeted interventions on women’s empowerment. 
This research argued that increasing women’s choices, capacities, decision-making power and women’s 
rights, gender equality can be realised at all levels of decision-making. The absence of women in 
development processes clearly indicates that public decision-making processes have not actually 
addressed the strategic needs of women in the context of gender relations.  
 
While the literature reviewed the seminal works of Pitkin (1967) which indicated that women’s numerical 
representation in political institutions is critical, this research argued that it does not guarantee that women 
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have more influence over policy decisions or that women’s rights and gender equality are addressed in 
government policies and programmes. Research findings indicated that initiatives aimed at increasing 
women’s political participation and representation must take into account the need to go beyond numbers 
and ensure more positive outcomes for women. These outcomes include enabling women’s voices and 
perspectives to be heard in decision-making, and ensuring that services address women’s needs and 
interests as well as those of men. Women and men can best fulfil their personal, family and community 
responsibilities when they have equal access to local government services and programmes. It is important 
for local governments to understand gender roles and responsibilities, to recognise factors that affect 
gender relations, and to play a role in promoting gender equality through their policies and programmes. 
Equitable access to programmes and services at the local level begins with measures to ensure equitable 
participation by women and men in consultative processes and local government decision-making. Women 
and men should be able to participate fully, allowing them to influence the outcome of decision-making 
processes and to play a substantive role in deciding on local government priorities and the allocation of 
public funds in order to reflect the needs and aspirations of both women and men. 
 
The findings of the research corroborated the view of previous literature that there is a perception among 
men that women’s issues are ‘not political enough’ to command attention from politicians or they are given 
only token measures in political campaigns (Gaidzanwa, 2004; Goetz, 2004). The struggle for women to be 
recognised as human beings so as fully to enjoy human rights to the same extent as their male 
counterparts remains a major issue in Zimbabwe today. The study collaborated with previous studies that 
the gains made by women in Zimbabwe in the first 10 years of the country’s political independence 
between 1980 and 1990 were eroded by the political and economic crisis experienced in the country 
between 2000 and 2008. As such, women were denied among other things economic and social 
empowerment and political participation. The impact on the political situation is that women are 
experiencing exclusion in many spheres. In the political arena rural women have been found useful for their 
ability to produce, reproduce and in politics for their numbers in campaigning and voting for men. Beyond 
that, they continue to be marginalised (Chimhandamba, 1999). 
  
The findings also indicated that if women at the national level in Zimbabwe are seriously to take a stand 
and campaign for rural women, this would make a big difference to the numbers of rural women in local 
governance. Most rural women were unclear about how society could empower them, but generally said 
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that cultural beliefs ought to change. However, the groundwork for such wider change needs to be laid by 
women themselves. As indicated by the findings, rural women should stop working against each other, and 
falling victim to stereotypes that undermine them. Women leaders need to work together, and support and 
inspire other women to move into key positions of power.  
 
The findings of the study indicated that Rural District Councils (RDCs) can respond to rural women’s needs 
through the equal representation of women as councillors and as administrators. Female councillors have a 
strategic role to play in ensuring that RDCs respond to rural women’s needs. Female councillors are well 
placed to represent and address the diverse needs of rural women within their wards and ensure that 
RDCs are sensitive to women’s issues and that male councillors take them seriously. Increased 
participation of rural women in RDCs will foster a change in attitudes towards women’s involvement in 
public life and expand women’s opportunities beyond those traditionally assigned to women. 
 
This research corroborated the findings of other scholars (Phillips, 1995; Dahlerup, 1998; Young, 1999 and 
Williams, 2007) which indicated that women’s participation in politics goes beyond their numbers. It is about 
the extent to which women ensure that decision-making takes into account women’s perspectives and 
issues so that legislation, policies and other facets of the national agenda become gender-responsive. It is 
about interrogating the political environment in which the women are operating and the values and 
principles that they uphold as they practice their politics. Rural women have long been the mainstay of 
communities and are heavily involved in community initiatives in various forms. Though often the unsung 
heroes of community action, the role of women in community development has become increasingly 
important. In some rural communities, they have established themselves as leaders in community 
development and acquired the skills that have brought positive change to their communities. Women 
leaders play key roles in establishing and maintaining important relationships and networks in their 
communities. They face cultural, economic, and social barriers in leading the community and in many 
cases overcoming those barriers becomes their motivation. While their comprehensive approach has 
influenced the evolution and nature of community development, women’s contributions have been neither 
widely acknowledged nor explicitly credited. 
 
While the literature reviewed indicated that the conventional concept of local governance strengthens the 
widespread assumption among local government institutions of the commonality of rural women’s interests 
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with those of the community, the findings of this research indicated that it does not include discussions on 
the significance of interpersonal relations at the household level and between community members, 
including women and civil society. This research further argued that it does not touch on informal spaces 
where rural women are mostly involved, such as women’s clubs and CBOs which in reality have 
contributed much to local development. These informal spaces have frequently taken over the provision of 
services for the family and community which should be the obligations of local government. 
 
Another contribution of this study is that the effectiveness of rural women’s participation in local governance 
should not be measured by merely their ability to participate in formal local politics, instead it should be 
measured against the contextual setting in which women live their daily lives. This measurement should 
consist of rural women’s ability to reshape gendered household relations, as well as social, political, cultural 
and religious structures which convert constraints on them into factors which are conducive to women’s 
fulfilling their interests and needs. It should also take into account women’s perceptions of what constitutes 
the critical components of their empowerment. Rural women’s participation at the local level can 
significantly strengthen women’s agency which is very important in reshaping gendered relationships at the 
household and community level. 
The concept of local governance rather than the concept of local government will provide a suitable 
framework for exploring gender issues in the empowerment of rural women and the development process 
at the local level. While the concept of government perceives governing as a one-way, top-down process in 
which government institutions and agents are the power holders, the concept of governance views 
governing as the outcome of the integration of various capacities of local stakeholders in managing their 
relationships and in influencing processes at the local level. The governance concept means shifting 
governing as the management of the society into management by and with society, which provides a space 
for the emergence of women as one of the various stakeholders at the local level. This research contends 
that this will extend the discussion of gender in local governance beyond the realm of rural women’s 
involvement in local government. The research concludes that local governance is a dynamic and 
complicated process of interaction between state and non-state actors involved in the local level 
development process. Ensuring gender equality in local governance requires an interactive process of 
governing in which women, community organisations and central and local government may all contribute. 
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7.4 Recommendations 
It is recommended that the participation of women in local governance be enhanced in all three essential 
areas: as voters, policy-makers and as members of decision-making bodies. There is need for policies 
that involve empowering Rural District Councils (RDCs) and communities to develop strategies that 
combine the empowerment of communities and rural women. In order to be able to identify the needs of 
the community and to best promote social and economic development, RDCs need the input of their 
constituents to be able to best identify those areas that need addressing. RDCs must encourage the 
involvement of the community and community organisations in local governance. The proposed 
recommendations below, if adopted along with political will and determination, will help developing 
capacity of women and institutions for effective political participation and contribute to the improved 
economic and social outcomes in the form of poverty reduction, sustainable development and more 
balanced gender relations in Zimbabwe.  
7.4.1 Capacity-building Programmes 
Empowered communities have high expectations and demands from the systems and institutions of 
government. It is therefore prudent that any local government community empowerment policy has an 
element of capacity building of all stakeholders to ensure that viable and sustainable links between the 
demand and supply side are effective. It is therefore recommended that all future initiatives should include 
a capacity-building programme component. Training programmes for capacity-building by governmental as 
well as NGOs have been a much-favoured mode of intervention. Even in respect of training, the most 
impressive results are to be found where training programmes and capacity-building efforts by NGOs are 
designed to synergise with horizontal networking with women’s and other grassroots organisations at the 
local level. Gender training for officials in local government institutions should enhance awareness on 
gender issues, concerns and rights including equity in terms of representation of women in various-decision 
making bodies and important policy-making forums, gender sensitive budgeting and planning, gender 
conducive work environment, sexual harassment, domestic violence, human and legal rights of both 
women and men. 
7.4.2 Leadership, Culture and Social Transformation 
A culture of transformational leadership which has social transformation as a goal is instrumental to gender 
equality. Many organisations are founded on patriarchal world-views which reinforce social relations rather 
than challenge them. If the dominant ideology in organisations remain male-biased, transformation is 
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unlikely to take place. Male-dominated hierarchical power often purposefully excludes women’s 
participation or devalues their contributions, creating a disabling environment for women’s advancement. 
These intangible informal institutional values, norms, structures, and processes are difficult to recognise 
and often constitute a greater barrier than formal rules. For women to benefit, leadership needs to become 
actively involved in the social transformation of patriarchal norms and values and must include women’s 
perspectives on and participation in the transformation process. Women in leadership positions likewise 
need to challenge the rules and not to play by them. 
7.4.3 Gender-Responsive Budgets 
The budget of RDCs sets priorities for service delivery and development. Unless the concerns of women 
and men are considered during the budgetary process, budgets will not be responsive to their concerns.  
Failure to provide adequate funding for essential services increases the workload for women, resulting in 
their failure to participate in economic, social and political activities. The budgeting process should 
therefore seek to address developmental and service delivery issues in a gender-sensitive manner. Special 
budgetary allocations should be made to female councillors to implement income-generating projects and 
ensuring that they are not marginalised or bypassed. It is recommended that future local government 
policies establish rules and regulations that make private sector and civil society participation in council 
decision-making mandatory. It is necessary for the stakeholders to require the elected to account for 
previous receipts as a basis for justifying any financial obligations on citizens. In that regard the principle of 
participatory budgeting is recommended for all RDCs. The RDCs needs to come up with a gender-sensitive 
budget that will accommodate meaningful development for both men and women and to allocate resources 
on an equal basis and to make sure that resources are distributed equitably to all wards. There is also need 
for the council to come up with development programmes that are aimed at improving the economic 
situation of rural women so that they may give priority to local governance issues, as currently rural women 
are caught up in trying to improve their own family’s economic status. 
7.4.4 Development of a National Gender Management System (NGMS) 
The Commonwealth developed a gender management system to, among other issues, advance gender 
awareness and equality and increase the number of women in decision-making positions. It was aimed at 
increasing government gender awareness, but can be adapted to any organisation (Frankson, 2000). The 
NGMS is developed in this study as an example for organisations in the structuring of a management 
system which will address their particular needs, and more building blocks can be added or existing blocks 
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amended. The important feature is that it is integrated into a single interacting system and that it is the 
combined effect of strategies which has the potential to accelerate women’s professional advancement. 
7.4.5 Specific Training for Women Councillors 
Special training is required for women to capacitate them on policy and legislative issues. They also need 
training to build their self-confidence, self-esteem, assertiveness to speak during council meetings and 
public gatherings and to teach them skills to better analyse social problems and developmental issues. A 
gender desk should be established by the RDCs that will help in the distribution and training in gender. 
Both men and women need to be sensitised to appreciate the changing roles of women and to come to 
terms with women’s participation in politics. Male policy-makers need to recognise their responsibility to 
change gender relations in RDCs and in society. 
7.4.6 Establishment of Gender Focal Points, Gender Management Teams and Gender Committees 
There should be Gender Focal Points (GFP) in the RDCs and the Zimbabwe Local Government 
Association (Zilga) which will co-ordinate gender activities. The GFPs will be senior officials strategically 
placed in the office of the Chief Executive Officer or District Administrators. GFP should also be appointed 
at departmental level to enable the effective implementation of gender mainstreaming at departmental 
level. These will promote gender mainstreaming in the planning, implementation and evaluation of all 
activities in their respective local authorities. RDCs and Zilga should establish Gender Management Teams 
made up of Departmental Heads. The Gender Management Teams will provide the direction in the 
formulation of policies, development of indicators of effectiveness and timeframes for implementation and 
monitor the performance of the GMS and make recommendations to the RDC. Every RDC should have a 
Gender Committee which will be a Standing Committee tasked with the function of ensuring that all council 
policies and activities are gender-mainstreamed and that all processes and activities of council are 
responsive to gender equity and equality. 
7.4.7 Research Collaboration 
There is need for collaboration with local universities, research institutions, academia, media and women’s 
movement in undertaking in depth research on gender issues, challenges and coping strategies including 
the issues of political representation and participation and documentation of the research findings for a 
database of local knowledge on the subject. Such indigenous knowledge can be very useful for designing, 
formulating and implementing gender-sensitive policies and evaluating their impact on participation. It can 
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also be used for identifying training needs and developing training material, besides sharing with women 
the contributions of their female colleagues, successful practices and lessons for improved participation.  
7.4.8 Networking 
Alliances must be established between actors in government, civil society, NGOs and the private sector to 
exchange information and discuss strategies. Networking should be undertaken with other groups working 
for social justice. In government, national and local caucuses can be established that are made up of 
people working on gender issues. Donors could advise and support partner institutions in establishing 
permanent cooperation arrangements and strategic alliances with governmental and non-governmental 
women’s organisations and involving them in policy formulation, public information campaigns or monitoring 
activities. These networks could facilitate the exchange of experience and the development of strategies on 
how women can achieve greater political visibility. Another possibility would be to support mentor 
programmes. Forming networks and building alliances will help in harnessing social support on key gender 
issues. Such alliances can also provide women with a common platform to organise themselves, share 
views and mobilise support.  
7.4.9 Support from Women’s Organisations 
Women’s organisations and NGOs have been at the forefront of the struggle for women's political 
empowerment. NGOs have also been a catalyst for organising women into constituency groups that can 
lobby for their issues in government as well as act as pressure groups. Beyond winning specific demands, 
women's organising should aim to penetrate leadership positions at various levels of political and social 
institutions. Organised women can be a strong force in demanding their right to equal political 
representation. It is important, however, that women’s groups remain autonomous, espousing their own 
agenda. Organised groups are a good training ground for women aspiring for higher positions of power in 
legislative bodies as well as in national and local governments. These groups likewise serve as a support 
network for members who run for elections or are already in leadership positions. Ideally, their 
constituency’s support should start when women decide to run, during the campaign period, and, if elected, 
throughout their term; or, if not elected, in planning out their next move. The relationship between a leader 
and her constituency should be one based on constant dialogue, feedback and joint action. A strong 
partnership is particularly important in helping women leaders to stay on track with the group’s agenda and 
providing moral support as these women try to penetrate male-dominated ranks of power.  
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7.4.10 Creating an Enabling Environment for Women’s Political Empowerment 
Fostering a more inclusive and transformative type of politics means creating a more generalised political 
participation. Political participation is therefore a continuing process. It is necessary to create an 
environment that will facilitate the election, appointment or promotion of a sufficient number of women to 
decision-making positions. The goal of a sufficient number refers more to a situation where it is no longer 
remarkable for women to be put in positions of power, rather than a specific target of say 20% or 30%. Yet 
this environment is not simply for producing women leaders but also to develop a new and active citizenry 
among women. A strong political will on the part of government and the leadership of political parties, 
business, trade and labour unions, academia and other social institutions is critical in achieving an 
environment conducive to promoting women’s political participation. 
  
In order to achieve women’s political empowerment, it is not enough that social institutions create an 
enabling environment for change. Women must come to their own decision to participate actively in politics 
and decision-making at all levels. Women’s organisations in the past two decades or more have scored 
significant gains in the struggle for gender equality. Through consciousness-raising, organising, mobilising, 
networking and lobbying, they have raised gender to the level of public discourse, pioneered creative 
programmes and institutions, pushed the limits of advocacy and reform. However, they have failed to sit at 
the table of power to make the decisions that matter in the life of people and community. This has resulted 
in their failing to translate their gains into political power. Political parties can draw up a roster of women 
candidates interested in running for electoral office or nomination for appointive positions in government. 
They can help these women prepare for leadership positions by facilitating formal and informal mentoring 
schemes. Seasoned politicians, senior party members and political advocates can coach potential women 
candidates on such topics as how to organise and work with a constituency as well as to advocate for 
issues. Political parties can likewise organise training on council procedures, understanding the council 
budgeting system, building an electoral image and using the media effectively. Adequate financial and 
logistical support of political parties to women during the conduct of their campaign is very critical. Women 
should urge political parties to set down clear rules for candidate selection. Women will benefit if parties 
have established procedures of selecting candidates rather than a system based on loyalty to those in 
power.  
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7.4.11 Support from International Aid Organisations 
Bilateral and multilateral aid agencies should continue to advocate and support women’s political 
empowerment by organising venues for the exchange of experiences and skills training in promoting 
women’s political empowerment, especially among women’s groups, NGOs, training institutes and 
academics. This includes increasing the allocation of funding for projects that are related to women’s 
political empowerment vis-à-vis other areas of interest. They can also ensure that gender is mainstreamed 
in all their governance projects. Finally, they can utilise their influence in advocating for and following up the 
commitments of governments to provide greater political participation and access to leadership positions for 
women. 
7.4.12 Development of Participatory Decision-making Structures 
In order to promote local democracy it is recommended that future local government policy provide for 
participatory and decision-making structures at all levels of governance, from provincial to village level. 
These decentralised structures should have autonomy and commensurate resources to undertake their 
mandate. The legislation should adopt the principle of subsidiarity as a guide for the decentralisation 
programme. All functions and responsibilities should in principle be performed at the lowest possible level 
unless there are extenuating circumstances, which should be argued, discussed and agreed to by all 
parties involved. There should be a clear division of responsibilities among all spheres of government that 
is, central, provincial, local and community. Decentralisation of functions should not be limited to giving 
additional functions to local authorities. 
7.4.13 Raising Awareness and Changing Perceptions 
The mass media can be used to make women aware of their contribution and to expose gender 
inequalities. Furthermore media work is also important to combat negative stereotypes. National institutions 
in many countries implement broad-based public information campaigns concerning the decentralisation 
process. Differing starting of points of women and men, and between different groups of women and men, 
must be taken into consideration when developing strategies for public information and education. This can 
be done through assistance to public information campaigns through local radio stations, theatre groups or 
trained multipliers can be an effective tool to demonstrate to women the relevance of decentralisation for 
their daily lives. Relevant issues to address are the roles and functions of local authorities as well as central 
government, opportunities for women to participate in local government development and decision-making 
processes, and the rights and responsibilities of citizens.  
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Mass media and the formal education system are powerful means for conveying and transforming the 
values affirmed by a society. Their influence has so far been under-utilised in advocating for gender 
equality in general and women’s increased political participation and leadership in particular. These 
institutions should be mobilised through: 
(a) Continuing gender sensitisation for teachers, school staff, school administrators, media, advertising 
and public relations practitioners, actors, directors, writers and other artists. Their personal biases 
influence the way they teach, conceptualise, prepare and execute materials as well as 
programmes and activities. It is critical that these individuals support women’s rights to equal 
participation in decision-making and leadership. 
(b) Encouraging girls to aspire to become leaders and not just followers. More women should be 
portrayed as leaders and in positions of power in television, movies, radio, literature and textbooks. 
Women in leadership roles should be depicted as the norm instead of the exception. 
(c) Identifying and popularising women leaders as role models. Alternative leadership models should 
be studied and practiced in schools. This includes reinforcing leadership qualities in both sexes 
and providing them with equal opportunities. 
(d) Removing traditional gender stereotypes from school curricula, textbooks and all media materials. 
(e) Creative use of media forms to reinforce the concept of gender equality, the rights of women and 
equal sharing between women and men of responsibility for child rearing, family care and home 
maintenance. 
7.4.14 Increasing women’s Self-worth 
Individual women need to raise their self-awareness, and examine their own values and attitudes towards 
gender equality. Women and men are brought up within a culture that espouses given roles and 
expectations of both genders. In the process of becoming gender-sensitive and politically empowered, 
women should examine these culturally defined roles and expectations to determine whether they promote 
or hinder their development. Pintat (1998) stresses that what has worked for women’s political 
empowerment is the resolve for change within women themselves that leads to action, continuous 
organised discussions and networking. The resolve for change is an effect of women’s self-acceptance and 
higher self-esteem. 
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7.4.15 Creating Women Empowerment Zones 
Women’s organisations should form genuine empowerment zones for women who want to participate in 
governance issues at grassroots level. The women organisations should offer ‘information banks’ where 
women can access information on national politics, world politics and general information that women can 
rely on to make informed decisions about politics. At a more advanced level, these empowerment zones 
could be set up in the form of interest groups both inside and outside political parties. This would provide 
valuable experiences for women and give them a power base on which to build if they decided to aspire to 
office.  
7.5 Areas for Further Research 
A key finding of this research is that women do make a difference to local government, and not just in 
regard to different perspectives and agendas. Nevertheless, the study sample was small. What is needed is 
a comprehensive study on the practice of representation, power and leadership by women specific to each 
RDC in other provinces to validate and extend these findings. Another key finding is that the environment of 
local government is patriarchal and characterised by violence reflected in its structures, practices and 
procedures. Further research into the way patriarchy impacts on the diverse range of representatives 
located in local government would be beneficial. The research has suggested that there is a need for more 
women in the political arm of local governance. It would be worthwhile to research the impact of women’s 
leadership in RDCs and other local government structures and practices. Further research should be 
conducted in other RDCs to find whether the results of the present research are representative of the whole 
country. There is also need to extent the research to women in urban areas to find whether the challenges 
faced by urban women in accessing and participating in local government are similar to those faced by rural 
women. 
 
The study provided an understanding of the participation and representation of rural women at the local 
level through analyses of the local government structures, role of political parties and challenges faced in 
accessing and participating in local government. It diverges from other previous studies that looked at the 
participation of women at national level and on women in urban local governance. While this study may not 
have discussed issues of representation and participation exhaustively, it provides a ground for similar 
empirical researches and an alternative approach for related future studies to be undertaken. 
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Annexure A 
 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
Department of Political and Governmental Studies 
PO Box 77000 
Port Elizabeth 
South Africa 
Tel +263772121563 
 
14 February 2012 
 
The Provincial Administrator: Masvingo Province 
Ref: Request for permission to carry out research in Masvingo province. 
Dear Sir/ Madam 
Title of Research: Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
I would appreciate your cooperation with the above mentioned research project to be undertaken in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
The attached questionnaire and interview guides are part of a Doctoral degree research project aimed at 
understanding the representation and participation of rural women in local governance in Zimbabwe and 
why it has been low. The research is important especially at this time when the country is working on a new 
Constitution and preparing for the 2013 harmonised elections. 
The research project will be conducted mainly through self-administered questionnaires and interviews 
which are designed to take a maximum of 20 to 30 minutes. The respondents will be comprised of District 
Administrators, ward councillors, ward committee chairpersons, NGO officials, political party leaders, rural 
women and other institutions based in your respective province. The information that the respondents are 
asked to provide is required for research purposes only and will not be used to jeopardise their positions or 
those of other respondents. Any information to be provided will be kept in confidence and used solely for 
the purposes of this study. Anonymity is strictly guaranteed. 
I thank you so greatly for your assistance in the completion of my research project. 
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Yours sincerely 
----------------------------- 
MR J. KUREBWA 
PhD Research Candidate, Department of Political and Governmental Studies, NMMU 
E-mail: jeffkurebwa@yahoo.co.uk 
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Annexure B 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
Department of Political and Governmental Studies 
PO Box 77000 
Port Elizabeth 
South Africa 
Tel +263772121563 
 
14 February 2012 
 
The Provincial Administrator: Mashonaland Central Province 
Ref: Request for permission to carry out research in Mashonaland Central province. 
Dear Sir/Madam 
Title of Research: Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
I would appreciate your cooperation with the above mentioned research project to be undertaken in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
The attached questionnaire and interview guides are part of a Doctoral degree research project aimed at 
understanding the representation and participation of rural women in local governance in Zimbabwe and 
why it has been low. The research is important especially at this time when the country is working on a new 
Constitution and preparing for the 201 harmonised elections. 
The research project will be conducted mainly through self-administered questionnaires and interviews 
which are designed to take a maximum of 20 to 30 minutes. The respondents will be comprised of District 
Administrators, ward councillors, ward committee members, NGO officials, private sector organisations, 
political party leaders, rural women and other institutions based in your respective province. The 
information that the respondents are asked to provide is required for research purposes only and will not be 
used to jeopardise their positions or those of other respondents. Any information to be provided will be kept 
in confidence and used solely for the purposes of this study. Anonymity is strictly guaranteed. 
I thank you so greatly for your assistance in the completion of my research project. 
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Yours sincerely 
----------------------------------------------- 
MR J. KUREBWA 
PhD Research Candidate, Department of Political and Governmental Studies, NMMU 
E-mail: jeffkurebwa@yahoo.co.uk 
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Annexure C 
Interview Guide for District Administrators 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU), Department of Political and Governmental Studies 
 
Title of Research: Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
The researcher is a PhD student in Public Administration. The information you are asked to provide is 
required for research purposes only and will not be used to jeopardise your position or compromise the 
integrity or status of your organization. Your responses will be kept in confidence and used solely for the 
purpose of this study. Anonymity is strictly guaranteed. Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated.          
 
1. When were you appointed the District Administrator? 
2. For how long have you been the District Administrator in this district? 
3. What are your duties and responsibilities as a District Administrator? 
4. What is your understanding of the term gender? 
5. How often does the council meet? 
6. What issues are usually discussed in the council meetings?  
7.  How many women councillors are in the district? 
8. What can be done to increase the number of women in local governance? 
9. How many senior council employees are women? 
10. Is there a gender policy in your council? 
11. What role do political parties play in enhancing the participation of rural women in local governance? 
12. Are gender issues taken into account when council policies are being drafted? 
13. Are you aware of any international, continental, regional or local instruments that promote the 
participation and representation of women in local governance?  
 14. Are there any Community Based Organisations, Non-Governmental Organisations and private sector 
companies in your district involved in enhancing the participation of women in local governance? 
15. Is there a specific budget allocated for women’s projects or programmes by the council?  
16. What are the challenges that rural women face in their participation in local governance? 
 17. It is widely believed that women leaders are and sometimes used as surrogates of powerful politicians. 
What is your view on these allegations? 
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18. What are the measures being taken by the council to ensure the full participation and representation of 
rural women in local governance? 
19. Have any participation initiatives for women had any positive effects on the development of their wards? 
20. What are the benefits that the participation of rural women would bring to your council?            
21. What is the role of political parties in enhancing women participation in politics?  
22. Are there any other comments you may want to make? 
 
Thank you very much for your cooperation. 
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Annexure E 
Questionnaire for Rural Women  
Department of Political and Governmental Studies, Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University 
PO Box 77000 
Port Elizabeth 
South Africa 
12 February 2012 
Dear Madam 
Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the Masvingo and 
Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
I would appreciate your cooperation with the above mentioned research project. 
The attached questionnaire is part of a Doctoral research project aimed at understanding the 
representation and participation of rural women in local governance in Zimbabwe. Being the major 
recipients of local government services, it is very important to gather your views on the challenges that you 
encounter in your daily lives. The research is very important especially at this time when the country is 
working on a new Constitution and preparing for the 2013 harmonised elections. 
The questionnaire has been designed to take a maximum of 20 to 30 minutes to complete. You are free to 
withdraw at any stage of the interview. No names shall be identified with any responses and opinions. 
I thank you greatly for your assistance in the completion of this questionnaire. 
Yours sincerely 
-------------------------- 
MR J. KUREBWA 
PhD Research Candidate  
Tel: +263 772121563 
E-mail: jeffkurebwa@yahoo.co.uk 
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SECTION A: Background Data about the Respondent 
Province _______________ District ______________ Ward Number ____________ 
Please mark “X” in the appropriate box. For open questions, write your answer in the space provided. 
 
1. What is your age group?  
18-24 25-35 36-45 46-54 65+ 
   
2. What is your highest level of education?  
Primary Secondary Tertiary No schooling 
    
3. What is your marital status?  
Single Married Divorced Widowed 
     
4. What is your family income per month? 
$0-$20 $21-$50 $51-$100 $101-$200 $201+ 
 
5. What is your major source of information?  
Newspapers Television Radio Vidco and Wadco meetings Other(please specify) 
 
6. Do you suffer from any physical disability, mental health issue or other condition that have an effect 
on your life?  
Yes No 
 
7. Are you registered as a voter?  
Yes No 
 
8. Which political party do you belong to?  
ZANU-PF MDC-T MDC-N OTHER 
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SECTION B: Level of Political Participation 
9.  Are you a member of any development committee?  
Vidco Wadco None 
 
10. How often do you attend ward committee meetings?  
Weekly Fortnightly Monthly Never attend 
 
11.  Did you vote in the 2008 council elections?    
Yes No 
 
12. If yes, did you vote for men or women for the post of Ward Councillor?  
Men Women 
 
13. When voting, do you vote for the party or candidate? 
Party Candidate Both 
 
14. Do you ever contact your councillor, village committees and ward committees in matters affecting 
your life?   
Yes No 
 
15.  Did you participate in the Constitution-making process in 2010? 
Yes No 
 
16. Listed below are four definitions of gender. Which one do you think is the most appropriate? 
Socially constructed 
differences 
 
Women’s fight for their 
rights 
 
Women taking over power from men 
 
 
Women 
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17. Quotas should be used to increase the representation and participation of women in decision-
making at the local government level? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
18. Women have special interests to be represented? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
19. Women councillors do represent women interests better than men? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
20. How would you respond to the importance of the following factors on the selection of women as 
councillors? 
Factor Strongly 
Agree 
 
Agree 
 
 
Undecided 
 
 
Disagree 
 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Political party      
Previous 
experience 
     
Financial ability      
Marital status      
Personality      
Government laws      
Other      
 
21. The holding of different political views is tolerated in your ward?  
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
22. Women ready to occupy leadership positions in the country?  
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
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23. The following factors affect women in participating in community activities. 
FACTOR Strongly 
Agree 
   Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
Family or work obligations      
Meeting times and 
locations 
     
Topics not relevant      
Don’t feel comfortable      
Don’t feel participation will 
make a difference 
     
 
24. What is your response to the following factors as barriers to participation? 
FACTOR Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
Patriarchy      
Political 
Violence 
     
Education      
Confidence      
Domestic 
Responsibilities 
     
Lack of 
resources 
     
Experience      
Other      
 
25. What is your major source of income? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________ 
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26. What role do political parties play in enhancing the participation of rural women in local 
governance? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
27. If you are to be elected a councillor, what changes will you bring to the community? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
        28. Are there any other comments you may want to make? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Thank you for your cooperation 
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Annexure F 
QUESTIONNAIRE FOR WARD COUNCILLORS 
Title of Research: Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
 
The researcher is a PhD student in Public Administration. The information you are asked to provide is 
required for research purposes only and will not be used to jeopardise your position or compromise the 
integrity or status of your organization. Your responses will be kept in confidence and used solely for the 
purpose of this study. Strict anonymity is guaranteed. Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated.          
Please mark “X” in the appropriate box. For open questions, write your answer in the space 
provided. 
 
Province ______________ District _______________ Ward Number _____________ 
 
 
Section A: Background Data about the Respondent 
1. Gender 
Male Female 
 
2. Marital status 
Single Married Divorced Widowed 
 
3. Age group 
18-30 31-40 41-50 51-60 61+ 
 
4. Level of education 
Primary Secondary Tertiary None 
 
5. Political party affiliation 
ZANU-PF MDC-T MDC-N Other 
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6. Source of information 
Newspapers Television  Radio Wadco and Vidco meetings Other (please specify) 
 
7. Period as a Ward Councillor 
0-5 years 6-10 years 11-15 years 16-20 years 21+ 
 
8. How were you chosen to become a councillor? 
Elected Appointed Imposed 
 
9. What your source of electoral support? 
People/ Group     Yes No 
Your political party   
Family   
Non-Governmental Organisations   
Church   
Local business people   
National politicians   
Your predecessor   
 
Section B: Women’s Participation in Council Affairs 
Please read each statement and then put a cross (x) in the box that best indicates how strongly you agree 
or disagree with the statement. For example if you put a cross (x) in 1, it means you strongly Agree. 
1 Strongly Agree 
2 Agree 
3 Undecided 
4 Disagree 
5 Strongly Disagree 
 
10. In your opinion, is it important to have women in local councils?  
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
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11. Quotas should be used to increase the representation and participation of women in decision-
making at the local government level? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
12. What is your position with regards to the performance of women and men in local councils? 
Performance Strongly 
Agree 
 
 Agree 
 
 
Undecided 
 
 
Disagree 
 
 
 
Strongly Disagree 
 
 
 
Women are more likely to admit mistakes      
Women are more honest      
Women work harder to be recognized      
Women are less corrupt      
Women and men play a complimentary role      
Men are more effective at networking      
Men are more quicker and willing to learn      
Men are able to manage council budgets better 
than women 
     
 
13. Listed below are four definitions of gender. Which one do you think is the most appropriate? 
Socially constructed 
differences 
 
Women’s fight for their 
rights 
 
Women taking over power from men 
 
 
Women 
 
 
 
14.  What is your view with regards to women’s leadership style? 
Leadership Style Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
Women are able to manage 
differences 
     
Women are more accessible      
Women are more accountable      
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Women are better team leaders      
There is no difference in the way men 
and women lead 
     
Men are more decisive      
 
15. What can you say about the participation of women councillors in council committees? 
Participation Strongly 
Agree 
 
Agree 
 
 
Undecided 
 
 
Disagree 
 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Women councillors prepare better for meetings 
than men 
     
Women are interrupted when they speak      
Women are made to feel uncomfortable      
Women speak often and are listened to      
Women seldom speak      
Women are listened to if they are well educated      
 
16. Women leaders have been described as being unmarried, divorced, frustrated and sometimes 
surrogates of powerful politicians who cannot stand for elections. How do you respond to this? 
 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
17. How often do you meet the Ward Development Committee? 
Once a Week Once a Fortnight Once a Month 
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18. How would you respond to the importance of the following factors on the selection of women as 
councillors? 
Factor Strongly 
Agree 
 
Agree 
 
 
Undecided 
 
 
Disagree 
 
 
Strongly 
Disagree 
 
Political party      
Previous experience      
Financial ability      
Marital status      
Personality      
Government laws      
Other      
 
19. What is your response to the following factors as barriers to participation? 
FACTOR Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
Patriarchy      
Political 
Violence 
     
Education      
Confidence      
Domestic 
Responsibilities 
     
Lack of 
resources 
     
Experience      
Other      
 
19. What do you think should be done to improve the participation of rural women in local councils? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 
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Section C: Representation of Women’s Interests 
20. Women have special interests to be represented? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
21. Women can represent their interests better than men? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
22. Are women more sensitive to local concerns than men? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
23.  Male councillors and council officials’ are gender sensitive and open to female councillors’ 
contributions? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
24. Female councillors are able to use their powers as public representatives to represent the interests 
of women in their wards? 
Strongly Agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
25. The current number of women councillors in your council should be increased? 
Strongly Agree  Agree  Undecided Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 
26.  Are you a member of any council committee? 
Yes No 
 
Section D: Contribution to the ward 
27. At the end of your term of office in 2012, what do you intent to do? 
To contest for another term To contest as an MP To retire  Undecided 
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28. What projects and programmes have you initiated in your ward since you were elected to 
encourage the participation of women, youth and the disabled? 
 
 
29. What challenges have you been facing in executing your duties as a ward councillor? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
30. What changes do you think should be made in your council to improve the participation of women? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
31. What measures can be taken to improve the participation of rural women in community activities? 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
32. Are there any comments you may want to make? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Thank you very much for your cooperation 
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Annexure G 
Interview Guide for the NGOs Key Informants  
NELSON MANDELA METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY 
Department of Political and Governmental Studies 
Title of Research: Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
The researcher is a PhD student in Public Administration. The information you are asked to provide is 
required for research purposes only and will not be used to jeopardise your position or compromise the 
integrity or status of your organization. Your responses will be kept in confidence and used solely for the 
purpose of this study. Anonymity is strictly guaranteed. Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated.          
 
 1. What is your organisation’s main area of activity?  
2. What is your understanding of local governance? 
3. What is your definition of gender? 
4. What are the benefits of local governance to women? 
5. What is your opinion on rural women’s participation and representation in local governance? 
6. Is it necessary for women only (not men) to represent women in decision-making at the local government 
level? 
7. Would you advocate for a quota system of representation at the local level? 
8. What rights do women have (in terms of current legislation) to ensure that they participate in decision-
making at local government level? 
9. What are the major problems that inhibit women from participating in decision-making at the local level? 
10. Why do women leaders tend to be divorced or unmarried and frustrated.  
11. Do you think men are ready to face competition from women? 
12. Do you think women are ready to occupy leadership positions in society? 
13. Do women support each other during election times? 
14. Women leaders have been given hard to contest seats. What’s your response? 
15. Are women’s organisations consulted by the council when formulating policies that affect women? 
16. What role do political parties play in enhancing the participation of rural women in local governance? 
17. Should women be included in decision-making at the local level?  
18. What changes can be made to improve the lives of women at the local government level?   
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19. What challenges are you facing in implementing projects or programmes in the district? 
20. What measures have you taken to overcome these challenges? 
21. Are there any other contributions that you may wish to make regarding the representation and 
participation of women at the local level? 
 
 
 
 
Thank you very much for your cooperation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
392 
 
Annexure H 
INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR POLITICAL PARTY REPRESENTATIVES 
NELSON MANDELA METROPOLITAN UNIVERSITY 
Department of Political and Governmental Studies 
Title of Research: Rural Women’s Representation and Participation in Local Governance in the 
Masvingo and Mashonaland Central Provinces of Zimbabwe. 
The researcher is a PhD student in Public Administration. The information you are asked to provide is 
required for research purposes only and will not be used to jeopardise your position or compromise the 
integrity or status of your organization. Your responses will be kept in confidence and used solely for the 
purpose of this study. Anonymity is strictly guaranteed. Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated.          
1. Which political party do you belong to? 
2. What role do political parties play in enhancing the participation of women in politics? 
3. Does your party have a political manifesto? 
4. Political parties have been accused of giving women hard to contest seats. How far is this true? 
5. Do you have a reservation of seats for women in your party? 
6. Do you think more women should play a role in party politics? 
 
7. Women leaders have been described as being unmarried, divorced, frustrated and sometimes   
surrogates of powerful politicians who cannot stand for elections. How do you respond to this?  
8. Do you think women have special interests to be represented? 
9. Are there women with leadership credentials in your party? 
10. Do you think men are ready to face competition from women in your party? 
11. Any other comments you wish to make? 
 
Thank you very much for your cooperation 
 
